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CHAPTER ONE 


T hat Sunday, from six o’clock m the evcmng, it was a 
Viennese orchestra that played The season was late for an 
outdoor concert, already leaves were dnfting on to the 
grass stage — here and there one turned over, crepitating as 
though in the act of dying, and during the music some more fell. 

The open-air theatre, shelving below the level of^ie surround- 
ing lawns, was walled by thickets and a few high trees^ along the 
top ran a wattle fence with gates Now the two gates stood open 
The rows of chairs down the slope, facing the orchestra, still 
only filled up slowly From here, from where it was being 
played at the base of this muffled hollow, the music could not 
travel far through the park — but hints of it diat did escape were 
disturbing from the mound, from the rose gardens, from the 
walks round the lakes people were being slowly drawn to the 
theatre by the sensauon that they were missmg somethmg Many 
of them paused in the gateways doubtfully — all they had left 
behmd was in sunshme, while ibis hollow which was the source 
of music was found to be also the source of dusk War had maSe 
them idohze day and summer, night and autumn were enemies 
And, at the start of the concert, tins tarmshed bosky theatre, m 
which no plays had been acted for some time, held a feelmg of 
sequestration, of emptmess the music had not had time to fill 
It was not completely m shadow — here and there blades of 
sunset crossed it, finng branches through which they travelled, 
and lay along ranks of chairs and feces and hands Gnats quivered, 
cigarette smoke dissolved But the hght was so low, so dieatrical 
and so yelloy^ that it was evident it would soon be gone The 
incoming tide was evemng Gliss-clear darkness, m which each 
leaf was defined, already formed m the thicket behind the 
orchestra and was the other element of the stage 
The Sunday had been bnlhant, without a stam of cloud. Now, 
the bummg turquoise sky of ffle afternoon began to gam m 
transparency as it lost colour, from above the trees round* the 



theatre there stole away not only colour but time Music — the 
waltzes, the marches, the gay overtures now began to com- 
mand this hourlcss place. The people lost their look of uncer- 
tamty The heroic marches made them hft up their heads, 
recollections of opera moulded their faces into unconscious 
smiles, and durmg the waltzes women’s eyes ghttered with 
dehaous tears about nothmg First note by note, drop by drop, 
then steadily, the music entered senses, nerves and fancies that 
had been payrhed What first was a mirage strengthened r^to a 
umversc for the shabby Londoners and the exiled foreigners 
sittmg in this worn glade in the middle of Regent’s Park This 
Sunday on which the sun set was the first Sunday of September 
1942 

Pairs of lovers, fatigued by their day alone with each other, 
were glad to enter this element not themselves when their looks 
once more met it was with refreshed love. Mothers tired by 
bemg mothers forgot their children as their children forgot 
them — one held her baby as though it had been a doU. Married 
couples who had sat down m apathetic closeness to one another 
could be seen to begin to draw a httle apart, each recaptunng 
some virgmal inner dream Such elderly people as had not been 
dnven home by the disappearance of sun from the last chair 
fearlessly exposed their years to the dusk, m a lassitude they could 
have shown at no other time. 

These were the Enghsh As for the foreigners, some were so 
mtimate with the music that you could fed them annapate every 
note, some sat with eyes closed others, as though aroused by 
some unbearable movement mside the breast, glanced behmd 
them or quickly up at the sky Increduhty, as when waking up 
from a deep sleep, appeared once or twice m &ces^ But m most 
of them, as they continued to sit and hsten, stoicism only 
intensified 

A proportion of the hsteners were sohtary; and, of the 
sohtary, diosc who came every Sunday, by habit, could be told 
from those who had come this Sunday by chance Surpnse at 
havmg stumbled upon the music was wntten on the faces of 



first-timers For many, chiefly, the concert was the solution of 
where to be one felt eased by this place where something was 
going on To be sitting packed among other people was better 
than walking about alone At the last moment, this crowned the 
day with meamng For there had been moments, heightening 
towards the end, when the Sunday’s beauty — for those with no 
ambition to cherish, no friend to turn to, no love to contemplate 
— drove its lack of meaning into the heart 

There were those who had followed the others into the 
theatre automatically, and who asked nothing now they had sat 
down You could observe one or two who remained locked m 
some unhearmg obsession — for mstance, an Englishman m 
civilian clothes who had placed himself towards the outside end 
of a row, half-way up the slope from the orchestra On his left a 
Czech soldier, on his right a bareheaded woman wrapped m a 
coat, each was spaced out from him by a vacant chair This 
man’s excessive stillness gave the effect not of abandon but of 
cryptic behaviour He sat body bent forward, feet planted apart 
on the grass floor, elbows lodged on his knees, insistently thrust- 
ing the fist of his right hand against and into the open palm of 
his left His hat was pulled forward over his eyes Theconcen-* 
tration with which he frowned at his hands showed the music to 
be no more than a running accompaniment to his fixed thought 
Unmistakably he was waiting for somethmg here he would not 
change his position or go away until whatever it was had resolved 
Itself Sound, however, had become a necessary circumstance 
havmg begun to thmk m it he could not thmk without it — 
whenever a number ended m a ripple of clapping he looked 
sharply up, with an air of outrage and dislocation, as though the 
lawn had stq fted under his feet He would turn fais frown sharply 
on the conductor — who, facmg round at the audience, bowmg, 
let his baton slowly fall to rest at his side — as though to say: 
‘What are you domg’ Go on * Then, m the early minutes of 
every mterval, he would cast about at his neighbours a baited 
look, as though blammg everyone else there. 

That recurrent look of his at first directly encountered no other 
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eye None the less it had begun to be noted, to be wondered at, 
then to be lam m wait for — it was at last to be trapped His 
nght-hand neighbour opened her mouth abruptly 
‘That was number seven they Ve just played ’ 

He at once looked, distasteful, the other way 
‘Like to look at my programme?* 

‘N* thanks,’ he said Bemg accosted jerked him near enough to 
the surface to make him remember he had forgotten to smoke 
He felt for hi^^ packet of cigarettes, ht one, let the match drop 
between his knees, <|:hen shifted one foot to stamp it out All was 
done without lookmg her way agam 
In a voice quick with mjury she continued ‘All right, I just 
thought you might want to hiow ’ 

He replied by a pull on his cigarette and a prolonged gaze away 
past the Czech soldier Behmd the thicket, at the far end of the 
row, the last silent crackle of sunset was gomg on 
‘I was not just speakmg to you — if that’s what you thought ’ 
‘Did I?’ 

‘Oh, you did^ — now I’m sorry I spoke ’ 

‘Right, then suppose we leave it at that ’ 

She watched him glance at his wrist watch, meanwhile feelmg 
him calculate whether to move or not But the orchestra, by 
coming to the alert, beginnmg to turn over their sheets of music, 
looked like begmnmg to play again — this hope of an end of 
further annoyance made him turn to look at the speaker, for the 
first time He more than looked, he contmued to look, he stared 
at this person, so dismgenuous, of a so impassionmg wish to be 
m the nght So strong had become his habit of mmd that he saw 
no behaviour as bemg apart from motive, and any motive as 
worth examming twice. His and her eyes met with what was 
already famihanty, her pertmacity and his rudeness havmg 
created a sort of bond between them and brought them to the 
pomt of a small scene 

He confronted a woman of about twenty-seven, with the 
roughened hair and still shghtly upward expression of someone 
who-^has been lying flat on the grass Her full, just not pro- 



tuberant eyes looked pale in a face roughly burned by summer 
into them the top hght of the roofless theatre struck Forehead, 
nose, cheekbones added no more than width Her mouth was 
the only other feature not to dismiss, it was big, it was caked 
round the edges, the edges only, with what was left of hpstick, 
mside wbch clumsy falsified outlme the bps turned outwards, 
exposed themselves — full, mtimate, woundably thm-skmned, 
tenderly brown-pink as the underside of a new mushroom and, 
like the eyes once more, of a paleness m her sun-cosrsened face 
It was the bps which struck him and could have moved him, only 
that they did not Halted and voluble, this could but be a mouth 
that blurted rather than spoke, a mouth mcontment and at the 
same time artless 

She wore an imitation camel-hair coat, the chill of dusk had 
made her turn up the collar and wrap the fullness over her crossed 
knees One hand was lost m a pocket, the other, holding the 
programme by one of its comers across her lap, had a knocked 
knuckle, also from time to time the pads of the thumb and fore- 
finger rasped on the yellow paper Brown and white shoes, not 
bad, had been walked and worn out of shape, vems appeared m 
the naked arch of her foot, and the profuse softness of hair on her 
bare legs showed these to have been never pumiced or shaved 
About her way of sitting, about as much of her body as her way 
of sittmg could let be seen, there was a sort of clumsy not quite 
graceless pre-adolescent strength The effect of her was, at the 
first glance, that of a predommatmg number of London girls of 
this summer when the ideahzation of Russia was at its height — 
that of a flymg try at the Soviet comrade type Or at least, this 
seemed the effect she hoped to convey. But with her this had not 
been successful, or gone far enough — otherwise, why, m the 
look that met his, should the attempted frankness be so uncertain, 
and why should colour appear, uneasily burning, under the sun- 
burn of her cheeks^ Somewhere hardmess failed her She had 
committed herself, by speaking, then by speaking agam to him, 
to the being of somethmg she never was what cnsis of egotism 
or lonehness had been reached by her m the musical fadmg light? 
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Egocism could be the more likely, it had been her self not her sex 
that she had wished to assert 

Their look at each other, across the chair between them, took 
a second or two She, during it, faced a man of round thirty- 
eight-or-mne, m a grey suit, striped shirt, dark-blue tie and 
brown soft hat His imconsciousness, which had been what had 
mainly drawn her, was now, hke the frown with which he had 
sat through the music, gone, it was succeeded by a sort of narrow, 
somewhat jputme, alertness she did not like His ‘interestmgness* 
— had that been^ lie of his profile’s » No, not quite now that she 
had him full-face a quite other curious trait appeared — one of 
his eyes either was or behaved as bemg just perceptibly higher 
than the other This lag or mequality in his vision gave her the 
feeling of bemg looked at twice — being viewed then checked 
over again in the same moment His forehead stayed in the 
hiding, his eyebrows deep m the shadow of his pulled-down 
hat, his nose was bony, he wore a close-clipped little that-was- 
that moustache The set of his bps — from between which he 
had with less than avil reluctance withdrawn the cigarette — 
bespoke the intention of addmg nothing should he happen to 
have to speak again This was a face with a gate behind it — a face 
that, in this photographic half-light, looked indoor and 
weathered at the same time, a face, if not without meaning, 
totally and forbiddmgly without mood . It could not be 
enough to say she was discountenanced, her eyes dropped, 
looking their last at those stained two of his fingers, holding the 
agarette 

‘We haven’t met before^*’ he finally said, with the air of having 
at any rate thought this over 

‘How do you mean, met?’ 

‘We don’t, I mean, know each other?’ 

‘I don’t know you,’ said she ‘I don’ t even know who you are/ 

‘Then that settles that/ (All the same, he seemed not quite 
certain ) 

‘Why,’ she added, *are you anyone special?’ 
r ‘Ha-ha, no No, I’m sorry to say I’m not/ 
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‘I do know one thing, I know Tve never seen you about this 
park ’ 

‘No, you wouldn’t have ’ 

‘You mean you don’t ever come here? Of course, I should 
know you now I don’t ever forget a face do you?’ 

‘I could,’ he said, after thought 

‘That must come from you thinkmg so hard, you hardly 
notice All this band and you hardly noticed a noteJ»’ 

‘So, you thought I must want to know what the music was?’' 

Lest this be too subtle, his tone was unkmc^ enough to drive at 
least his will to unkindness home — it did she withdrew from 
the pocket her other hand m order to, self-protectively, fold her 
arms She could be felt to falter behind the barricade, and the 
programme, let go of by her as though mcnmmated, fluttered 
to the ground She nudged her chm sideways mto her tumed-up 
collar, then could but complam ‘You keep wantmg to catch me 
out^’ 

‘You?’ he threw back, with a nervy bitten-off yawn, one eye 
on the orchestra — what was holding them up? 

‘Because J can’t help what it sounds like, I speak the truth 
every time Because I — ’ 

Oh, pipe down ’ He gave a jerk of the head ‘They’re off*’ 

They were havmg hung for just that mstant more suspended 
the music now broke with a hght crash The audience let out a 
breath and setded mto its attitudes on the chairs Evening had 
gained on the theatre even in that mean-time, a more perceptible 
smell of It stole from under the thickets, rose from the trodden 
grass Cigarettes would soon be seen to glow On the stage, 
the musiaans’ grouped, black, seated bodies had fastened to them 
the faces an^d hands of ghosts They were to contmue to play 
till the clock in the distance struck — but for how long, how 
much longer, it was bemg wondered m the emptymg ranks of 
chairs, would they be able to see their score? 

Lome Lewis — whose name, that evenmg, was to remain 
unasked — unfolded her arms to rewrap herself m her coat She 
coutd not, she could never, leave it at that — accordmgly, leaning 
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over the empty place, she glumly said, sotto voce ‘Going to thmk 
some more?* 

She had made that impossible Had she not home in on him , 
m her moron way, the absurdities to which thinking m pubhc 
could expose one, the absurdity with which one exposed one** 
self? She had given him, the watcher, the enormity of the sense 
of havmg been watched New, only he knew how new, to 
emotional thought, he now saw, at this first of his lapses, the 
whole of Its dlanger — it made you act the thmker He could, 
now, do no better than travesty, repeat in order to judge exactly 
how much it showed, his ongmally unconscious tnck of the 
hands, he recalled this tnck m his father, not before m himself — 
but It must have been waitmg for him Yes, he had had recourse 
to It, fallen to it, this evening out of some unprecedented need for 
emphasis m the body. Yes, he had been forced to it by the course 
of what in the strict sense had not been thought at all The 
futihty of the heated inner speed, the alternate racing to nowhere 
and commg to dead stops, made him guy himself Never yet had 
he not got somewhere. By casting about — but then hitherto this 
had always been done calmly — he had never yet not come on a 
pohey which both satisfied him and m the end worked There 
never had yet not been a way through, a way round or, in 
default of all else, a way out But in this case he was thinking 
about a woman 

She had asked him to go away and to stay away that was the 
best he could do — she said, last time What did she expect him 
to do? She expected him to do whatever he did do: she had no 
idea what he did, but surely he did do something? — why not get 
on with that? She had fimshed up with ‘fm sorry, but it just is 
that you don’t attract me Why should we go on wasting each 
other’s time? . There’s sometlnng about you, or isn’t some- 
thmg about you I don’t know what ’ 

He was not, however, through 

He was once again, this evenmg, on his way to her flat. He 
proposed, m fact, to be back with her as the clocks struck eight 
Up his sleeve he had something — only, the question was, m 
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exactly what manner to bring it outJ He had hoped, by sittmg 
down at the concert, to have arrived at the answer before 
they met 

It seemed to Louie that there was overmuch music at this 
concert There was nothmg for her but to drop back again mto 
the stupor m which she had %een sittmg before her notice ht 
on the thinking man The quality of the stupor was not much 
altered — content at havmg forced him to notice h^r, she did not 
look back over their conversation or ask hersejf what it had come 
to or where she stood Unlike him, she did not look at thmgs 
m the light of their getting or fading to get her somewhere, her 
object was to feel that she, Lome, u/as, and m the mam she did 
not look back too willingly at what might have been said or done 
by her m pursuit of that She had her misgivmgs, though always, 
she hoped, no cause for them She had never had any censor 
mside herself, and now Tom her husband was gone — he was m 
the Army — • she had no way of knowmg if she were queer or not 
Possibly she addressed herself to unknown people in the hope of 
perceivmg what they thought — she had perceived just enough 
queemess m this last man to make her fancy he might not be a 
good judge She often was disconcerted, but never for long 
enough to have to ask herself why this happened Left to herself, 
thrown back on herself m London, she looked about her m vam 
for someone to imitate, she was ready, nay, eager to attach her- 
self to anyone who could seem to be followmg any one course 
with certainty 

Tom, by this time, had been drafted abroad, more or less she 
understood him to be m India In his letters home he expressed 
the hope th^t she was getting on well and bemg a good girl, to 
this she never had any notion how to reply, so did not She 
mamtamed what had been their mamed home, a double first- 
floor room m one of those httle houses m Chilcombe Street, and 
worked every day at the faaory m another, not too far distant 
part of London In order to continue to meet the rent at Chil- 
combe Street, she drew, with Tom’s consent, on the sum of 


13 



money which had come to her from her parents, both of whom 
had been killed by a bomb She had been the only child of their 
late marriage, they had been people who, having done well with 
their little business, or shop, at Ashford, found themselves in a 
position to sell it and retire, accordingly, when Louie was ten 
years old, there had been a removal to Seale-on-Sea, where the 
family had already spent happy hohdays It was at Seale, m the 
little villa they had so much enjoyed, that the elderly couple had 
been wiped c^t durmg the Battle of Britain Louie, havmg been 
married by Ton^ early m 1939, was then m London The 
marnage had been a surprise to everyone, most of aU herself— 
actually, the goodness of her home and the sohdity in every sense 
of her people had-been reassurmg she had been a far from bad 
match — as for her as a wife, it only could be supposed that Tom, 
himself solid, a senous and progressing young electrician, had a 
soft spot for comics They had happened to meet when he was at 
Seale on holiday — how it should have arnved that she caught his 
fancy he had not explained to her, and she had never asked 
Child of Kent, she had been to London only a few times on a 
day-ticket before Tom brought her there as a bnde She now, 
that IS to say within these last years, never left London, havmg 
been left with no place to go to 
She was lucky, she understood by reason, m bemg left with 
Chilcombe Street few wives of men called up remamed placed 
as they were before But the idea of Chilcombe Street’s bemg 
home, which at the best of times had resided in Tom only, had 
been taken away by him to India For her part, as thin gs were 
now, she was glad to get out of it every mommg she neglected 
the rooms — front and back, openmg on one another through an 
arch across wbch Tom had fixed a curtain — |he Turkey- 
patterned Imo lost Its gloss and she went out leavmg the big bed 
slatternly, in revenge, perhaps, for its bemg so cold aJl mght Her 
return fiom the fectory every evenmg had m one or another 
manner to be survived — all the fine evenings of this summer 
there had been the solution of a walk m the park, when it ramed, 
she either sat m a movie or else lay on her bed in a senes of heavy 
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clozes alongside the hollow left by Tom’s body In this state, 
drugged by the rainy dusk, she almost always returned with 
sensual closeness to seaside childhood, once more she felt her 
heels in the pudding-softness of the hot tarred esplanade or her 
bare arm up to the elbow m ram-wet tamansk She smelt the 
shingle and heard it being sucked by the sea 
Louie had, with regard to time, an mfant lack of stereoscopic 
vision, she saw then and now on the same plane, they were the 
same To her everythmg seemed to be gomg on at once, so that 
she deferred, when she did, m a trouble of Ij^If-behef to either 
the calendar or the clock At present, though bodily seated on 
a chair on a darkening slope hstenmg to music, she was m effect 
agam m the park rose garden, where she had been walking that 
afternoon Great globular roses, today at the height of their 
second blooming, burned more as the sun descended, dazzhng the 
lake Lagging along the turf between the beds, Louie repeatedly 
stooped to touch petals, her raspy finger-tips being every time 
entered by their smoothness She above all desired to snap two 
or three of the roses from their stems — had she been alone she 
would have taken the risk, but she dared not because of her Air 
Force friend She had found all men to be one way funny like 
Tom — no sooner were their lips unstuck from your own than 
they began again to utter morality 
To divert his attention she had once, even, tned staring up 
alarmedly at the sky * Look —thzt balloon there’s come all untied 
But his glance had been too brief ‘They don’t,’ he said to her, 
tolerant 
‘Oh, they do^’ 

He only resettled his guidmg thumb more firmly mside her 
elbow 

“My husband saw one do,’ she improvised. ‘He told me ’ 

‘I shouldn’t wonder he told you a lot of thmgs ’ 

The sneer at Tom turned her scarlet — she veered away from 
roses, rebelhously stiffenmg her muscles inside the airman’s hold 
He and she returned to the slope of mound under the ilex where 
they had already been lymg most of the afternoon: here^iince 

15 



more she spread her coat out, and he, somewhat absently, set to 
tickling her behind the ear with a blade of grass Round them 
the lawns were dotted with other couples implormg with their 
extended bodies the yellow last of the sun To tbs spot, to wbch 
Tom had been so much attached, assort of piety made her bring 
any other man she had thus the sense of hving their Sundays for 
bm She stared up mto the tree 

‘Not tichhsh?’ said the airman, dissatisfied 

‘What, aren’t I?’ 

‘You ought to^know,* he said, tbowmg the grass away 
‘Don t you know anytbng?* He heaved over on to bs back, 
droppmg one hand over bs eyes, and she, havmg for the moment 
forgotten what he looked like, turned round to wonder what was 
under the hand Sometbng more began to mvade bs manner — 
he began ‘Where was it you said you hved?’ 

‘Why, I never did say ’ 

‘Still, you must hve somewhere You ought to have a mce 
place, a mce girl like you * 

‘Oh, I have,’ she said with enthusiasm 

‘You have?’ He shifted bs hand and rolled round bs head m 
order to look at her with maeasmg mterest ‘Still, lonely, all on 
your own.’ 

With resentment she thought of the impicked roses so, why 
ever should he? ‘I’m not,’ she promptly said ‘I live with my 
aimtie She hves with me ’ 

‘Look,’ said the reddening airman, ‘what’s tbs all of a sudden 
about you havmg an aimtie^’ 

‘An mvahd,’ threw m Lome even more rapidly. ‘Poor tbng 
Never goes out ’ 

The airman looked at her harder ‘Come on,’ hp said, ‘we’ll 
drop in and meet the old cup o’ tea — Well?’ 

Lome, sitting up, removed a twig from her hair ‘You have 
no right to sp^ of my aunt like that,’ she said* (Nor of Tom, 
either, she added m her own mmd ) 

‘You’ve never got an aunt any more than I have,’ said the 
airman, stem with sexual anger 

i6 



*How was I to know,’ she replied, ‘you had never got an 
aunt^’ 

‘You make me sick,’ he said, getting up ‘Starting ofifby 
saying you were lonely Wasting my afternoon ’ He stood up, 
pulled at his tunic, slapped at his pockets, finally stooped to brush 
shreds of moss from his trousers ‘You ought to be ashamed, 
with your husband fightmg ’ 

‘Oh dear,’ said Lome, disheartened, ‘whatever is the matter?’ 

‘Time,’ he said aloofly, ‘I was getting along ’ 

‘Still, It’s been nice,’ she ventured, lymg the^e sadly, receiving 
the last blast of disparagement from his back view as he marched 
away However, that was that, and she was now more than even 
with him about the roses and his mocking of Tom When she 
was not disobligmg, and she was not always, everything still 
somehow ended m her bemg told ojff — with a resignation no 
sigh could express she reached out for a new blade of grass and 
experimentally tickled her own ear, but was still not tickhsh 
Saddest of all, she found herself without any real desire to return 
to the roses, she stayed where she was, on the suddenly hard, 
chill and imlovmg breast of the lawn, till she saw people moving 
towards the concert, whereupon she got up and moved after them 

There is a freedom about an outdoor concert you come or go 
at will — there is easy passage between the rows of chairs and 
your step muted by the grass disturbs no one. However, either 
the punctiliousness of a stranger or the superstition that rules any 
movement to do with love made the thinker wait where he was 
for the commg mterval Nothmg more now than suffenng the 
music, he sat on tensely, eye fixed on his watch The music 
ceased he sh<jt up, stood, looked round at the thinned-out clap- 
pmg, then, m the hurry of flight, made his way out past the Czech 
soldier, along the row of chairs, up the middle gangway So far, 
so good 

He paused for less than a second to get his bearings at the 
theatre gate — whereupon, up came Louie, breathless from her 
run T’ve had enough, too,’ she said She swung into step ^ith 
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him like an old companion ‘Looks quite ghosty,’ she said of the 
reach of lawns ‘That must be mist oflF from the lake ’ 

‘Good night, then,’ he said prematurely — for fifty yards more 
they had to share the path 

‘I’m gomg back home,’ she volunteered, ‘now, I thmk ’ 
‘Much the best thmg you can do ’ 

‘You mean, the evenmgs are drawmg in’*’ 

They were — the weepmg trees, one by one, shivered slenderly 
m a tide ofJground-mist, away on the mound each ilex stained 
with a httle nighf of its own the after-death shinmg of the day 
Ahead stood, still open, Queen Mary’s gate, high gilded plaque 
and garlands havmg not yet forgotten their all-day ghttermg in 
the sun 

‘Are you»’ said Louie suddenly 

‘What?’ he said with a start ‘Going home^ No I’ve got a 
date — thanks ’ 

She took this with unconcern, if anythmg, she sent him a 
puzzled look as though wondermg how such a thing could be 
He quickened his step, she hers Paths parted, they did not — she 
continued manfully at his side Riled to a pomt, he turned on 
her, saymg harshly ‘What I meant was, I’d go home, if I were 
you You know, you’ll land up m trouble one of these days. 
Tackmg on like this There are funny people about ’ 

‘You mean, you might be funny, for all I know?’ 

‘Which is your way?’ he demanded, stoppmg dead m his 
tracks ‘Which? — either,’ she said m a struck, preoccupied tone. 
They were by this tune outside the lovely gate, they went 
leggmg it down the short serpentine road that, with trees, 
r ailin gs and air of a private avenue, runs downhill from the Inner 
mto the Outer Circle Ahead one had still an illusipn of wooded 
distance, out of whose blue and bronzy cthereahty rose the tops 
of Regency terraces — these, m their semi-ruin, just less pale th^ 
the sl^ They were shells* the mdifference of their black vacant 
windows fell on the scene, the movement, the park, the evening 
they overlooked but did not seem to behold. Inconceivably, 
Lottdon was behmd them. This moment of walkmg to meet the 
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houses seemed to have its place in no given hour of time — 
though across it, m contradiction, St Marylebone clock began 
striking eight During the first stroke Louie and her companion, 
apart, and on his side hostile in thought, experienced a fusion of 
the nerves He stepped off the kerb, crossing the road obhquely, 
she followed ‘I don’t know your name,’ she said 
‘No Why should you?’ 

She seemed nonplussed ‘Oh, I don’t know I only thought 
‘Well, I can’t help that. That’s eight o’clock ’ ^ 

‘Oh,’ cried Louie reproachfully, ‘your date^’» 

The end of the road was defimtive she for the last time turned, 
looked, with her big hps parted, then was with startling com- 
pleteness gone He stood m a sort of aftermath of suspiaon, 
not yet sure she might not have picked his pocket, then walked 
the other way 
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CHAPTER TWO 


S TELLA. RODNEY stood at a wmdow of her flat, playing with 
the blmd-cord She made a loop, through which she looked 
at the street, or coiled the cord round a finger, then swung 
the finger, making the acorn tap on the pane The harsh black-out 
blind, Its roljgr hidden under the pretty pelmet, was pulled some 
way down, throwing a mghthkc shadow across this end of the 
ceiling, the blind ^f the other window was, on the other hand, 
right up She did not correct the irregulanty, perhaps because 
the effect of it, mechant^ shpshod, was in some way part of her 
mood 

Nothing IS more demorahzing than waiting about for someone 
one does not want to see She mimed by this idiotic play at the wm- 
dow the disarray into which the prospect of Harrison had thrown 
her — she was too uneasy, felt too much reduced by the whole 
afiair, was too angry to wish to collect herself From the first he 
had shown her his imperviousness to everything she felt — would 
she be able to show him the indigmty, if for himself only, of this 
impervious return? He was forcing his way back. 

It was some minutes since she had heard eight strike she 
wondered why, since he had got to come, he had not come — she 
did not yet dare to hope he might not be coming He was as a 
rule punctual, wheelmg m on the quiver of the appointed hour as 
though attached to the very works of the clock Eight had been 
his choice, and seemed a stupid one unless he intended to take her 
out to dinner — his not havmg said so had given her no chance of 
saymg she would on no account dine with him But it had 
seemed pointless to quibble as to the hour when he had gamed 
his main point, was coming, and on his own terms Indeed, she 
determined not to quarrel again till she had found out, as she 
should at once this evening, why he was takmg this new tone of 
the person m power On the telephone, the exaggerated quietness 
of his voice hinted at some undefined threat — she was at a 
disadvantage through having avoided knowing him, she had no 


20 



way of knowing, now it had come to this, how vahd a threat of 
bs could be, or what its nature Having gamed bs pomt, he was 
already — wbch made her ponder — bemg a httle lax m being a 
little late As one does when thinking about an enemy, she 
endowed bm with subtleties wbch, m bs case, on second 
thoughts, were unlikely 

Up to the last half-hour she had at least felt defiant. In so far as 
she had set the scene at all, everythmg had been arranged to show 
that she did not care — either for bm, wbch he'^should know 
already, or as to anytbng more he might ha^ to say To show 
the careless neghgence of her way of hvmg, she had left the 
street door unlatched and the door of her flat, at the head of the 
stairs, ajar thus it was left to him to make bs own way in, unmet 
half way, without even that httle taste of impenousness to be got 
from the rmgmg of a bell, and with the best face he could. Tbs 
fairly old house m Weymouth Street, of wbch her flat took up 
the top floor, was otherwise m professional— doctors* and dentists* 

* — occupation and was accordingly empty at week-ends below her 
now were notbng but empty rooms, the caretakers hvmg m the 
basement almost always went out on Sunday evenmgs Silence 
mounted the stairs, to enter her flat tbough the door ajar, silence 
came through the vmidows from the deserted street b fact, the 
scene at tbs day and hour could not have been more perfectly set 
for violence — but that was not on the cards She had recognized 
m him, from the first, the qmetness of a person perpetually held 
back from some extreme it had not, however, been till tbs 
mommg, on the telephone, that the quiemess became an extreme 
Itself 

Now the clock had struck, no step could not be bs She did 
hear a step, and unwound the cord from her finger, on wbch it 
left a red spiral weal 

Stella Rodney had taken this flat furnished, having given up 
the last of her own houses and stored her furmture when the war 
began There had been an mterlude, up to the late autumn of 
1940, m which she had hved m London lodgmgs Here m 
Weymouth Street she had the imtation of bemg surroundicfl by 
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somebody else’s irreproachable taste the flat, redecorated m the 
last year of peace, stdl marked the pomt at which fashion m the 
matter had stood still — to those who were not to know this room 


was not her own it expressed her imexceptionably but wrongly 
Sensitive whitish walls registered every change m the mood of 
the London weather, a complete and no doubt valuable set of 
dark glass pictures of Regency goddesses hung round them The 
feather-etched chmtz encasmg armchairs and sofa advertised its 
onginal dehcacy by bemg these days always a httle soiled about on 
the low tables stood high alabaster lamps with pale veined shades 


Between the windows, a fragile escritoire had been topped by 
her, earher in this week, with a bowl of roses — today, the petals 
began to fall Some books of her own were wedged among those 
not hers m the shelves m the arched recesses There were two or 


three gros point stools and against the end wall, just mside the 
door, was a second, more formal sofa — brocade-covered, heaped 
at each end with cushions, and long enough for a person, even of 
some stature, to be able to he on it full length 
Propped on the chimneypiece above the built-m electnc fire 
were two photographs, not framed yet — the younger of the two 
men was Roderick, Stella’s twenty-year-old son Over the 
photographs hung a mirror — mto which, on hearmg Harrison’s 
footstep actually upon the stairs, she looked, not at herself but 
with the idea of studymg, at just one more remove from reality, 
the door of this room openmg behmd her, as it must But no, 
not yet he was still knockmg mto something, putting down his 
hat, out there m the tmy hall This gave her a moment m which 
to reconsider — she swung round agam, after all, to face him — 
stood stock still, arms folded, fingers spread over the sleeves of 
her dark dress There came to be somethmg dynamic, as he 
entered, about her refusal to move at all 


She had one of those charmmg faces which, accordmg to the 
angle from which you see them, look either melancholy or 
impertment Her eyes were grey; her trick of narrowing them 
made her seem to reflect, the greater part of the time, m the 
dusk^of her second thoughts. With that mood, that touch of 
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arrme pensee, went an uncertain, speaking set of the bps Her 
complexion, naturally pale, fine, soft, appeared through a pale, 
fine, soft bloom of make-up She was young-looking — most 
because of the impression she gave of still being on happy 
sensuous terms with hfe Nature had kindly given her one white 
dash, lock or wing m otherwise tawny hair, and that white wmg, 
springing back from her forehead, looked m the desired sense 
artificial — other women asked her where she had had it done, 
she had become accustomed to being glanced at xSat, but only 
that, about her was striking her looks, after 4he mitial glance, 
could grow on you, if you contmued to know her, could seem 
even more to be gvowmg for you Her clothes fitted her body, 
her body her self, with a general air of attractiveness and ease 
Younger by a year or two than the century, she had grown up 
just after the First World War with the generation wbch, as a 
generation, was to come to be made to feel it had mufied the 
catch The times, she had m her youth been told on all sides, 
were without precedent — but then, so was her own experience 
she had not lived before The early failure of her early marriage 
had not encouraged her, still she sought equanimity, she wore a 
sort of hardmess as a poor resource Her parents were dead, her 
two brothers had been killed fightmg m Flanders while she was 
still at school Since her divorce, ironically rendered almost at 
once unnecessary by her husband’s death, she had been left with 
her son and a hfe to make for them both left as they both were, 
money had been a difficulty, if not a pressmg one Roderick, at 
school when this war began, was now m the Army — to her, the 
opportumty to make a break, to free herself of her house, to come 
to London to work had been not ungrateful. In the years 
between the»wars she had travelled, had for mtervals hved 
abroad, she now qualified by knowmg two or three languages, 
two or three countries, weU — havmg had some idea what she 
might most usefully do she had, still better, known whom to ask 
to support her apphcation to do it She had m her background 
relations, connections and at least former friends She was now 
therefore employed, m an organization better called Y X EK ^ 
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secret, exacting, not unimportant work, to which the European 
position since 1940 gave ever-mcreasing point The habit of 
guardedness was growing on her, as on many other people, 
remforcing what was in her an existing bent she never had asked 
much, from dislike of being m turn asked Or, could that have 
been circumstance » — for by temperament she was communica- 
tive and fluctuating Generous and spirited to a fault, not 
unfeeling, sl^e was not wholly admirable, but who is» 

She now stood watchmg Harrison make his entrance 

‘Good evening^’ he said 

‘Good evening ’ 

‘I’m a few mmutes late I was listening to that band m the park ’ 

This was, for some reason, startlmg She said ‘Oh, were you?’ 

Harrison turned back to close the door behind him, but paused 
to ask* ‘Not expecting anyone else?’ 

‘No’ 

‘Good By the way, I found your downstairs door on the 
latch That in order?’ 

‘Quite I left It open for you ’ 

‘Thanks,’ he said, as though touched ‘So I shut it — that was 
m order, too?’ 

She waited for him to come to the end of this m a silence which 
could not have been more unhelpful He, having settled with 
the door, looked at the carpet, at the distances of carpet between 
them, as though thinkmg out a succession of moves m chess 
Under a shght, if anythmg humble, frown, his downcast eyes 
zigzagged from chair to table, from table to stool, step by step 
he came forward behmd his look He paused by a cigarette box, 
and, reminded by this, brought his own cigarettes out ‘Mmd if 
I smoke?’ 

‘Do’ 

‘You won’t?’ 

‘No — Then you could have come earher?’ 

‘Well, I could, as it happened, as things panned out, but I took 
It that, as we had said eight, before that might not be convenient 
to ybu ’ 
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*It has not been convenient that you should come at all ’ 
Harrison, looking about him for somewhere to drop his match, 
said ‘Ha-ha — you know, you’re the frankest person I know ^ — 
Should I have found you, say, at around sevens’ 

‘Yes And I should have been glad to get this over ’ 

He looked straight at her, this time just faihng to utter that 
maddenmg httle selfcontamed conase laugh ‘Well ’ he 
began, then stopped — one might have thought, hj^plessly 
She went on ‘What else can you suppose? After what I said 
to you last time ~ detestable thmgs I shoiild nCt have been forced 
to say — only you could have msisted on commg back*’ 

He said ‘You talk as if there were rules All I know is, there’s 
somethmg like nothing else between you and me, even if you 
don’t know it I’m seldom wrong — and anyhow,’ he wound up, 
‘you told me this was O K You said eight o’clock ’ 

It was her turn to say ‘Well ’ Tightenmg her spread-out 
fingers above her elbows, she looked away from him at the 
windows across the street Oblongs of mauve-brown dusk were 
by this time framed m the white curtams To pomt out that he 
had forced this meetmg by an imphed threat would be to admit 
that m her life any threat could have force or context at all She 
said ‘You had somethmg to tell meJ** 

‘I said I wanted a talk — Look, is that an ash tray there?* One 
hand held cautiously cupwise under his agarette, he advanced, 
gamed the hearthrug, knocked off the head of ash mto a tray on 
the chimneypiece near her shoulder ‘Pretty,’ he said sofdy ‘All 
your things are so pretty ’ 

‘What is»’ she said sharply 

‘Even this ash tray ’ He was touchmg around the rim of it with 
the tip of a fkiger; it was an ordmary htde enamel-flowered one, 
from any Chmese shop 

‘It’s not mme,’ she &ckered ‘Nothmg m this flat is ’ 

There were, naturally, any number of other ash trays about 
the room she put the stratagem m its place by ignormg it He 
had brought himself face to face with the mirror and photo- 
graphs, she went on lookmg out of the wmdow — only, her^tiU- 
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aess and heedlessness becante more rigid and artificial He did 
something quite xmexpected — turned and switched on a lamp 

‘You don’t mmd? 

Mmd? On the contrary, this released her, this could make it 
imperative to black-out the wmdows Movmg from one to the 
other, tugging cords, settling folds mto place, she tried not to 
show how welcome the release was She switched on another 
lamp, then looked round he was fixedly starmg at the photo- 
graphs ‘Splendid,’ he said ‘I wanted to see these better ’ 

‘You’ve seen them before * 

‘They did always mterest me One of them’s very like ’ 

‘Roderick’s^’ 

‘Can’t say never met the original — No, I meant the other.’ 

Stella, tummg to the desk, pulled a drawer open, took one of 
her own cigarettes she remamed with her back to him, slow over 
the busmess of hghtmg it — long enough to at last be able to say 
with enough mdifference ‘Oh, you know him?’ 

‘I know of him — know him by sight I don’t say we ever have 
what you might call met — he might not know me An attrac- 
tive chap — at least, so I always think ’ 

‘Do you?’ She sat down on the stool by the escritoire, prop- 
pmg her elbow among the letters on the pulled-out flap. 
Glancmg at the letters obhquely, idly, she went on, as idly ‘Oh, 
you’ve seen him around^*’ 

‘That’s about it. On his own sometimes, sometimes around 
with you To be frank, I’d seen you with him before you and I 
met ’ 

‘Had you?’ she unmvitmgly said. 

‘Yes So the first time you let me drop m to this dehghtful 
flat, I was not altogether surprised when I spotted this I was 
on the pomt of saymg, “By Jove, yes, we both know him*” ’ 

‘So why didn’t you?’ 

‘You see, one never knows— you might have thought me a bit 
pushing Also It’s a habit of mme to keep my thoughts to myself’ 

‘I see. But did that amount to a thought? So many people do 
fcnov^ each other ’ 
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‘Absolutely, yes But depends who the people are ’ 

His uneven eyes met hers, across the hoops of lamphght, the 
more mtendy for showing no change of expression ‘Anythmg 
is a thought when one person is you,’ he said ‘Girl I met asked 
me only this afternoon if I ever forgot a face I said, sometimes 
I was about nght, I think — never a face that interests me There/ 
he said, eyemg the photograph, ‘is one case m point ’ 

‘Indeed? Robert Kelway ought to be flattered ’ 

Hamson uttered a deprecating laugh He then said ‘Ever 
mentioned my name^*’ 

‘You mean, has he mentioned your name to me?’ 

‘No, have you mentioned my name to him»’ 

‘I’ve no idea, I may have, really I don’t remember’ She 
paused and ground out her cigarette ‘Look here,’ she said, ‘you 
asked yourself here this evenmg — it would not be too much to 
say that you forced your way in — because, you said, it was 
urgent that you should tell me something Just exactly what 
have you come to say?’ 

‘As a matter of fact, that is what I’ve been getting round to 
Now we’ve got there, I hardly know how to put it ’ 

She, on her side, could not have sat looking blanker It was a 
trick of Hamson’s to drop rather than raise his voice for emphasis 
he thus now said ultra-softly. ‘You should be a bit more careful 
whom you know ’ 

‘In general’ Stella returned, m a tone which by contrast was 
high and cool 

He had, as though under instruction, kept his eyes on the 
photograph ‘Actually, I did rather mean m particular ’ 

‘But I am For instance, I did not want to know you ’ 

He took two or three more pulls on his cigarette — perhaps to 
steady himself, perhaps not — before, still frowning with con- 
centration, unloadmg more ash on to the Chmese tray His mmd 
was, where she was concerned, ajar of opaquely clouded water, 
m which, for all she knew, the strangest fish might be archng, 
starmg, turning to turn away She glanced at her wnst watch, 
glanced agam at her letten, felt gooseflesh, bit off* a nervous ya^. 
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‘That’s not so much what I mean/ he went on, ‘about taking 
care Care should come m more where there’s someone you do 
like knowmg — with me, as you say, so far that does not apply 
Good that’s that — for the moment. You shy off me because I 
am not your sort, you can’t get me taped because you feel some- 
thmg’s missmg I agree there is — if you cared, I could tell you 
what. No, I’ll teU you — vanity That’s been left out of my 
compositiori^ You turn roimd one fine day, for mstance, and tell 
me you can’t^ abide me — after which that, you thmk, is the end 
of that ’ 

‘Yes, I do I imagme most people would ’ 

‘Most people you know might To me, that is simply one 
more thing that you say ’ 

‘I can’t help that,’ said Stella, ‘it’s what I mean You imagme 
everyone puts on acts^’ 

‘You think I put acts ons’ 

‘I haven’t even thought. I do not care what you do ’ 

‘Neither do I,’ said Harrison promptly, pleased ‘I don’t care 
what I do. That’s where it comes m — no vamty !’ 

‘I should have said, no feehng,’ she abstractedly said (She was 
t hinkin g, was this to be, after all, all? Had he hmted and 
threatened his way m, his way back, for nothmg more than one 
final bid at self-salesmanship, one last attempt to ‘mterest’ her? 
But then — this was itself a pomt — how had he known she had 
melodramatic fears? How had he guessed her to be a woman with 
whom the unspecified threat would work^*) 

‘Yes, It’s that,’ she went on ‘You can’t understand feehng ’ 
‘I don’t understand fine feelmgs — if that’s what you mean, 
Fme feelmgs, you’ve got to have time to have I haven’t — I only 
have time to have what you have without havmg time, if you 
follow me? You and the types you go with, if I may say so, still 
seem to fancy love makes the world go roimd For me it’s a bit 
of a spanner in the works ’ He directed a look past her, at some 
shadow behmd her head ‘You like to trust the people you hke 
to know?’ 

It suppose so Why’’ 
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‘As to one of them, I could tell you a thing or two that might 
surprise you ’ 

‘Why, what are you then — a private detective?’ She laughed, 
genuinely and without a touch of hystena. ‘To be fair,’ she said, 
‘before we go any further I ought to tell you, I do often wonder 
whether you are quite ordinary m the head That’s to say, I 
still wonder — you know what I took for granted you were, 
originally ’ ^ 

‘Frankness agam, ha-ha,’ said Harrison ‘Yes, what a day that 
was However, we cleared up that misundeatanding.’ 

‘I’m not so sure ’ 

‘What, though, makes you wonder speaally now?’ 

‘I don’t know I suppose, m some way, the war ’ 

‘Oh, you mean the war? Yes, it’s funny about the war — the 
way everybody’s on one side or the other Look, I insist on your 
smoking one of my cigarettes*’ 

He came across to her with his case open it was as hypnotizing 
as bemg offered a cigarette across a consultmg-room desk or a 
lawyer’s table, and with just that rebelhous subservience she had 
to take one He returned the case to his pocket, then struck a 
match — but he fumbled over the busmess, the flame shook and 
she drew unkmdly back to stare at the shakmg hand He 
observed it also ‘Yes, funny, you know,’ he said, ‘this has never 
happened Must be bemg here with you, all on our own hke this, 
if we are domg nothmg better than sphttmg words — Look here, 
if It’s your nature that’s up agamst me, be up against me, it’s your 
nature I want — you as you are ’ 

‘Exactly what do you want?’ 

‘You to give me a break Me to come here, be here, m and 
out of here, on and off — at the same time, always To be m 
your hfe, as they call it — your hfe, just as it is. Except — ’ He 
stopped, to mark the crux of the matter, command himself and, 
from then on, alter his tone He returned to the fireplace, picked 
up the photograph, turned it face to the wall ‘Except,’ he said, 
‘less of that In fact, none at all of that No more of that ’ 

She could not beheve he was saymg what he could be h&ard 
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to say, so looked at him in hardly more than surprise Evidently 
he thought she was actmg blank ‘Don’t let’s waste time,’ he said 
‘I know how it is I’ve checked up on that affair ’ 

She said, mdifferently. ‘I imagme most people know ’ 

‘Most people don’t know the half— m fact, no one does 
Certainly not you ’ 

‘What don’t I knows’ 

‘What I know ’ 

‘You want ine to ask what that is?’ 

‘Better not, I think Better just take the hmt ’ 

‘Or you would not,’ she said, ‘would you, call this an attempt 
at blackmail^’ 

He looked at her out of the comer of one eye 
Whereupon she flamed up ‘You’re suggestmg,’ she asked, 
white with tension and rage, ‘that I should break off one friend- 
ship, begm another — with you? And I’m to do both at once, m 
a mmute, now, with no more questions than at a government 
order, less trouble than I should have these days m changmg my 
grocer, less fuss than I should make about changmg my hat> 
Nothmg, you take it, could be simpler — what I call feelmg does 
not enter at all Even so, with what may no more than look like 
feelmg, one has got, I’m afraid, to waste just a httle time That 
you do not expect to waste time you make quite clear You keep 
hmtmg at somethmg, somethings that should cut out all that It 
may, of course, be simply that you see yourself, as you mani- 
festly do, as a qmte exceptional man But no, no — you mean to 
convey that there’s somethmg more What, then? — then what? 
I should hke to know what you mean I should hke to know 
what you think you have up your sleeve You mean, I am to do 
as you say — “or ehe \ “otherwise” . ? Well, otherwise what?’ 

‘It’s funny,’ said Harrison, ‘when you begm “you mean”, you 
remmd me of a girl I met m the park I would say, for instance, 
“How blue the sky is,” whereupon she’d say, ‘You mean, the 
sky’s blue?” ’ 

‘I cannot wonder at her; qmte ordinary thmgs you say have 
a w?fy,of soundmg, somehow, preposterous. But in this case you 
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are saying something preposterous — or trying to You must be 
clearer, though, if you’re trying to frighten me ’ 

I’m afraid, you know, I have somehow done chat already 
You sounded rattled when we talked on the phone ’ 

‘You rmg up like the Gestapo,’ she said with a laugh or yawn 
‘That would be just the impression I’d hate to give you — 
Then, you haven’t a thing m the world to be frightened ofr’ 
‘Who would dare say that these days^’ She, sittmg bolt 
upright, paused, mouldmg the stuff of her dress over one knee 
‘Obviously,’ she went on, ‘only a fool wouldisay so at any time 
at all Who has not got fears? However, one leams to say, 
“Such thmgs do not happen ” ’ 

‘Ah, but they do ’ 

She raised her eyes He said ‘Only look round you ’ 

‘Yes, the war I had been thinking of hfe m general ’ 

‘What’s the difference? War, if you come to think of it, 
hasn’t started anything that wasn’t there already — what it does 
is, put the other lot of us in the right You, I mean to say, have 
got along on the assumption that thmgs don’t happen, I, on the 
other hand, have taken it that thmgs happen rather than not 
Therefore, what you see now is what I’ve seen all along I 
wouldn’t say that puts me at an advantage, but I can’t help 
feehng “This is where I come m ” ’ 

‘In other words, this is a crooks’ war»’ 

‘I shouldn’t call it that It’s a war, of course, but for me th» 
principal thmg is that it’s a time when I’m not a crook For me 
there’ ve been not so good times when I did seem to be a bit out 
m my calculations, so you must see how where I’m concerned 
thmgs have taken a better turn, everythmg about adds up to what 
I made it.’ 

‘What you wanted to tell me, then, was about yourselfr’ 
Hamson apparently could not blush, but m a flash his face 
took on the expression that m other faces goes with a change of 
colour, a chagrmed nse of blood ‘In fact, not — Sorry,’ he 
shortly said ‘As a rule myself’s not one of my topics, it only 
ever could be if it ever mterested you — which could, you know, 
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happen/ he added, frowning again ‘Is it so odd I should want a 
place of my own?' 

‘What seems to me most odd is the way you expect to make 
one " 

He, as though directed by some mvoluntary thought of hers, 
turned to stare at the back of the reversed photograph ‘You’d feel 
bad about him, sore about him?’ he said ‘In that case, I ought to 
tell you — wof se could happen to him than saymg goodbye to you ’ 
‘Oh, I expect so,’ said Stella with her most idle air She soon, 
however, dropped mto starmg at him with an accumulation of 
wearmess, distaste, mistrust, boredom, most of all the stram of 
her own sustamed ungentleness and forced irony Hesitatmg, he 
touched his moustache — as though it concealed a spring which 
could make his mouth fly open on somethmg final She was 
looked at narrowly 

‘A lot could happen to him,’ he said She made no observation 
He went on ‘At any moment — which would be too bad, ch> 
As against which, it might not If you and I could arrange 
things, thmgs might be arranged ’ 

‘I don’t follow you ’ 

‘The fact is, our friend’s been playmg the fool Is playmg the 
fool, I should say, for all he’s worth ’ 

She said sharply ‘Is he m a mess about money’’ 

‘Not so simple as that You may find this far from bemg a 
pretty story Want if’ 

‘Just as you hke ’ 

Harrison cleared his throat ‘For reasons you’ll see,’ he said, 
*I can’t tell you the whole thmg In faa, if we’d got the whole 
thing he would not still be where he is — however, there still is 
something we’re workmg on He’s, as you know, at the War 
OflBce — that’s probably all you do know we’ve no reason to 
think that in any soaal relations he’s not been ordinarily discreet. 
You may have some rough idea what he’s domg, but I should 
doubt that he’s ever given you more. Unfortunately he’s giving 
considerably more m another directton We’ve traced a leak — 
shortly, the gist of the stuflThe handles is getting through to the 
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enemy For a good bit of time this has been suspected, now it’s 
established, known ’ 

‘This is silly,’ she interjected 

‘Now the pomt is, he’s being given rope The open point is, 
just how much more rope we can afford to pay out to him? 
There’s one argument for leaving him where he is, up to what 
he’s up to, till we’ve got his contacts, there’s one very big thing 
we’re after compared to which your fnend’s small fry He’s 
watched — as a matter of fact. I’m watching hm? He repays 
watching — as I told you. I’ve got to like th^ chap I’d be in a 
way sorry to have things happen to him But they might, I must 
tell you frankly — because here, you see, we come to the other 
argument, in favour of pullmg him in right now He’s not doing 
half he hopes, but he’s domg some damage In that case, we’d put 
ourselves back as to the other thing However, some do say, pull 
him in double qmck, stop that rot, cut our losses For my own 
part. I’m keeping an open mmd ’ 

‘And this open mmd of yours, is it so important?’ 

He said modestly ‘Well, you might say it is Just as things 
are now, I could tip the scales either way The thing could just 
turn on the stuff on him I send up As to that, if you foUow me, 

I do use my judgment I could use my judgment a bit more * 

I am, for instance, holding quite a bit of stuff on him that I 
haven’t turned m yet It ought to go m — I can’t quite make my 
mmd up Perhaps you could help me to?’ 

She looked at him and began to laugh 
‘I could leave tbngs over,’ he went on, with the air of one 
intensely pursuing an inner argument, ‘for quite a time In that 
case who knows what might not have happened — this whole 
show might be over, he might for some reason thmk better of it 
and drop this little game of his of his own accord, he might just 
somehow be lucky There’s no saying Anyhow, it’s a hope — 
if he could be kept out of trouble a bit longer And when I say 
that rather depends on me, what I feel is, it rather depends on 
you’ 

‘Yes, I quite see * 


c 
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He said with relief ‘You do?* 

‘Perfectly Tm to form a disagreeable association m order that 
a man be left free to go on selling his country ’ 

‘That*s putting it a bit crudely/ Harrison said, downcast 
‘It might matter more how one put it if we’d been for a 
moment talking about the same man Evidently I have been 
right — you are crazy When did you think this up»’ 

He said dubiously ‘It doesn’t make sense to you?’ 

‘I’m afraia not * 

‘Now, why?’ o 

‘Well, first and last, I suppose, because you don’t make sense: 
you never have Quite apart from Robert and everything m the 
world that I know of him, there are people one simply does not 
believe, and you are one of them ’ 

‘Well, I don’t know ’ he said 
‘What don’t you know?’ 

‘Quite how to make you see I can’t give you any proof -- 
I’m in deep enough already, havmg said what I have ’ 

‘Exactly — yes*’ she exclaimed ‘That would be another thing, 
if one needed anything more If this story were for one mstant 
true, if you for one instant were what you hint you are, would 
you tell me, me of all people, knowing I’d go with the whole 
thing straight to Robert? Of course I’U tell him anyhow, simply 
as something comic What else would you expect?* 

She threw the words in his face, which reacted as though to a 
light if insulting buffet from a balloon — it remamed stony, 
certain and, in a way to detest but not to discount, mature He 
said- ‘Expect’ I’d have expected the sort of person you are to 
have a better head. Warn him? That would be a pity — but not 
for me Once known to have been put wise, he’s no more use 
to us, so then he does get pulled in No, speaking as the chap’s 
friend I should certainly not do that ’ 

‘So, I take this from you, ask no more questions, break with 
Robert?’ 

‘That would be best for him ’ 

^.es, but wait a minute — “known to have been put wise”? 
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who IS to know — still more, how would anyone know?^ 
‘I should have thought that stuck out a mile You expect him 
to laugh this off, or, should we say,’ he said with an almost 
delicate air, *hss it off, when and if you bring the matter up To 
make your mind nice and easy and as you were And so, no 
doubt, if he’s half the chap we both think he is, he would But 
don’t forget he’d have more than you on his mind Having got 
the gist, been given the gist by you, of your and my httle talk 
this evening, would you really expect him not to aFer his course 
a bit — if it were only in one or two small particulars!* His time- 
table would alter, and his beat — that could not not happen, it 
would be bound to One or two of his haunts would miss his 
familiar face, he’d start cooling off one or two of his buddies, and 
so on Not to veer a bit, it might be ever so slightly, would take 
more nerve than a man humanly has I’ve never yet known a 
man not change his behaviour once he’s known he’s watched it’s 
exactly changes like that that are being watched for No, he d let 
us know in an instant that he’d been tipped the wink in which 
case, what? He’d be pulled m before anyone could say knife, 
before he could tip the wink any further I should not say 
anything to him if I were you ’ 

‘Well, thank you But what would there be to stop me saying 
to him, “Go on just as you’re going, but be careful Be most 
careful to go on just as you’ve been going on”?’ 

‘Nothing, nothmg at all,’ said Harnson promptly. He 
shrugged his shoulders ‘In that case, you’re taking a chance on 
how well you know him I speak, of course, merely as an out- 
sider It’s clear to me he’s got quite his share of nerve — but this 
would take more, it would take tiptop actmg How much of an 
actor would you, now, take him to be?’ 

She flmched, oddly ‘Actors How should I of all people 
know? He has never had any reason to act, with me ’ 

‘No,’ he said thoughtfully ‘No, I suppose not ’ 

‘No’ 

‘I should say, if a chap were able to act m love, he’d be enough 
of an to get away with anything ’ 
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‘I — I suppose so/ she said, turning away her head 
Harrison, having waited, all the more quickly said ‘We can 
leave it, he’s no sort of an actor ’ 

It was just not a question Nothmg could be more telling than 
this show of his of compunction, muffled compunction, at having 
touched her on what could conceivably be the raw By, next, 
renewing an awkward silence he made apparent to her what she 
had made apparent to him — that, out of the whole of a con^ 
versation abhorrent and shocking to her from the very start, it 
took one remark ^o get her under the skin Lips compressed, as 
though he had taken refuge m silent humming, Harrison mean- 
while looked round the room which should so well know the 
person under discussion He looked, in fact, everywhere but at 
Stella Finally he said 

‘As to all that, though, I’m naturally off my ground All I 
mean is, I should feel bad if I let you rum the chap A chap is 
quite often rumed, I shouldn’t wonder, by someone’s expecting 
too much of him Of course, I can’t make you take my advice — 
I quite see that my position in the whole matter may seem a bit 
funny I more or less come and say to you, “Better liquidate 
Robert ” But that means just as a friend, be it understood 
Otherwise, I haven’t a thing against him You say, no, he can’t 
act up Ought you, then, to take such a cracking risk’’ 

‘Risk of tellmg him what you’ve told me? Perhaps not,’ she 
said, so amenably that he looked at her with suspicion He was 
right, she had not been listening — or not completely Thinking 
off at a tangent, she had arrived at a point which, it really seemed, 
made it unnecessary to hsten to Harrison any longer or ever again 
Her eyes now sought and insisted on meeting his with a quite 
new dark and embattled glitter. ‘Your position funny? But 
you’ve been so kind — you’ve thought of me, Robert, everyone 
but yourself surely now it’s time we thought about you Are 
you not the one who’s takmg rather a risk — if you are really 
what you imply you are? For all I know, you may be — mdeed, 
why not? You’re not to be accounted for m any other way I 
caimot beheve you spend your whole day sitting m the park, you 
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never have volunteered any information as to what you do do, 
these days it is inevitable that everybody should be doing some- 
thing, and that m most cases one doesn’t ask what Let’s cer- 
tainly take it, then, that you are a coimter-spy, which I understand 
to be some sort of spy twice over, and that you’re oflEcially 
employed In that case, if I may ask, what are you domg? 
Employed and accredited as you are, you go out of your way to 
tell me — remember, I never asked — that you are on to, or 
working around the edge of, somethmg exceedin^y dangerous 
to this country and our conduct of war Yo»’ve traced, or are 
tracmg, a leakage of information m which X number of people 
may be mvolved If that ts true, it’s vital — and if it’s vital 
surely the pre-essential should be absolute secrecy, silenceJ» But, 
oh no You brag — no, let’s put it calmly and say you talk — to 
me about your power to tip scales Assuming you have that 
power, you wouldn’t, I take it, have it without havmg been given 
immense responsibihty You may even, as you hmt, be a key 
man Very well, then — what? Your behaviour staggers me Is 
this country really so badly served^ What do you do> — You ask 
yourself to this flat and turn m, attempt to trade m, this mfor- 
mation with a view to getting a woman you think you want 
You attempt to use what you know to implement blackmail 
You propose that by becoming your mistress I buy out a man, 
in whom I have an interest, who is by your showmg dangerous 
to the country That is what you are proposmg — stop me if I 
am wrong Very well You’ve bludgeoned me with your 
perpetual “we” — your “we” is my “they” what view would 
"Hhey" take of that? Is there any reason why I should not report 
you — your attempts to make use, for amorous reasons, of official 
secrets at a most crucial time? I cannot say I am pleased to be the 
woman you want — but what’s a good deal more the point is, I 
am not die nght woman to try this on with If I should in my 
turn deade to turn somethmg m, I shouldn’t fail to see that it 
went to the nght quarter I am not a woman who does not know 
where to go You would be sorry, you say, if I sunk Robert 
How would It be if I sank you?’ 
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Harrison, throughout this, had not shifted from Stella’s face a 
look of patience and admiration When she stopped, he returned 
to himself with a shght start ‘Absolutely,’ he agreed ‘You 
would certamly have me there ’ 

She sat more upnght than ever, pressmg together in her lap 
hands which, she found, trembled 
‘Or, I should say, could have me» (You’ve got a first-rate head 
that’s one thmg I like ) But for one thing, that is.’ 

‘Oh Whk?’ 

He said warmly ‘All you said soimded fine — you’d do right, 
as you say, to go straight ahead But there’s this — Do you 
imagine I am the only one who’s got your fnend taped? In that 
case I should have made myself plainer, I must say I diought I 
had No, to put me out wouldn’t close die case against him m 
pomt of fact It would have the reverse effect You’re not only 
the most charmmg woman, i£ i may say so, you’re also officially 
known to have quite a heart That is — how should I put it? — 
where our friend’s concerned Your mterest m Robert has, with 
every thmg else concemmg him, been of some mterest elsewhere 
for quite a time now — yes, I may say I was pretty well up to date 
with that particular story before I met you You say you’d know 
where to go, and I’ve no doubt you would — but do you imagine 
that by the time you got there anyone there would imagme you’d 
gone straight there^ If you hadn’t gone round by Robert’s to drop 
the word to him, it would none the less be assumed you had — a 
woman’s always a woman, and so on The gaff would be taken 
as blown, the game would be taken as up Oh yes, you’d be seen 
to the door with handshakings and many sincere thanks — but 
I’m prepared to say, practically before you were into your taxi, 
the word would go out and your fnend Robert would be where a 
number of people (I don’t say I) are of the opimon we nghdy 
ought to have popped him a good long time ago Phut, you 
must surely see, would have gone the only possible argument for 
leaving him any longer on the loose. I go — he goes However, 
of course that is up to you ’ 
should have done my duty ’ 
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"Afi — to the country?’ said he, jumping to the point with 
surprising ease, ‘Exactly — how right you*are And it seems,’ he 
added, ‘so right for you to be right that I almost wonder we 
haven’t got round to that before Naturally, if you’re thinking 
about the country we shall have to go back and run through 
this whole matter over again, I mean to say, it puts everything 
m a somewhat different light So if that’s what is on your 
mind — ’ 

‘ — Well, It’s not If It were,’ she said, ‘do you suppose I’d 
submit my conscience to you»’ 

As to this, he seemed to have no opimon, or, at any rate, 
showed no great concern Having looked suspiciously at her 
clock, he confirmed what it said by reference to his wrist watch. 
I’d no idea, do you know, it was getting so late^’ 

‘Hadn’t you^’ 

It might have been midnight — might have even been the most 
extinct and hallucinatory of the small hours She had by now 
passed through every zone of fatigue into its inner vacuum, and 
had forgotten hunger She wanted nothing, nothing but that he 
should not be any longer there Her fingers, having exhausted 
any capacity to tremble, any to further feel the touch of each 
other, lay m an inanimate tangle in her lap Her spine by now 
ached from her having sat so long on the backless stool, her head 
was empty 

‘Anything else^’ he said ‘Because, if not — ’ 

‘ — How am I to know you are not blufSng? — In fact, I know 
you are ’ 

He stood, frowned, tatted at his moustache ‘Yes, that’s the 
devil, of course,’ he feehngly said ‘I don’t quite see how you ate 
to check up — on me, that is — without bnnging down the roof. 
You can’t be too careful ’ 

‘Still, I still think there’s someone who can confirm that you’re 
a fake ’ 

‘Trouble is, everyone’s so damned cagey.’ 

‘But I know a lot of people!* she said, with the first touch of 
hysteria 
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Harrison shrugged his shoulders ‘That^s, again, always up to 
you Go ahead ’ 

To release any kind of feeling could be to release it all Stella 
rose, went to the chimneypiece, and, impassively reaching across 
Harrison, turned round Robert’s photograph once more to face 
the room ‘And another time,’ she said, ‘leave my things alone*’ 
She then turned full on him, from less than a yard away they 
were eye to eye in the intimacy of her extreme anger There is 
actually httle difference as to colour in the moment before the 
blow and the moment before the kiss the neghgible space 
between her and him was now charged, full force, with the inten- 
sity of their two beings Something speechless, tenacious, 
unlovable — himself— was during that instant exposed in 
Harrison’s eyes it was a crisis — the first this evemng, not the 
first she had known — of his emotional idiocy, and it was as 
unnerving as might be a brain-storm in someone without a brain 
The moment broke, he did not attempt to touch her Having 
shaken a loose sleeve back, she supported an elbow against the 
chimneypiece, a side of her face against the palm of a hand, and 
continued to study him, tliough vacantly He, having come to 
one of those pauses in his fidgety smoking, slowly shd his hands 
down into his pockets ‘And as far as we’re concerned,’ he said, 
‘think It over ’ 

T’d never love you ’ 

‘I never have been loved ’ 

‘Do you wonder*’ 

‘The thing would be, we’d get to know each other ’ 

‘You’re not still expectmg me to do what you say?’ 

He said softly ‘That would be what Td hke ’ 

‘Not again see Robert’* 

That took him aback ‘Or — might not that seem a bit 
suspicious’ I should have suggested, more, as things are, ease out ’ 
‘Just hke that I see — Do you know much about fove?’ 

‘I’ve watched quite a lot of it ’ 

‘How much time do you give me’’ 

‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I hate you to put it that way ’ 
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"A month?’ 

‘Good enough If it suited you, I might drop m from time to 
time?’ 

‘To see how everything’s goings’ 

‘In case you had made your mind up ’ 

‘And meanwhile, nothing will happen*’ 

‘I think one may pretty safely say pretty hkely not — And 
now — ’ 

‘Now what*’ 

‘You don’t think, a spot of dinner?’ 

‘No, thank you,’ she said in a final tone 
His face fell ‘Oh but, I say, I say — I’d got a table for us 
What’s the matter? You’re not upset* Can’t you eat, aren’t you 
hungry*’ 

‘Simply, I’m staying m ’ 

‘Oh, that’s It, IS it — you’re staying m* Staymg m, who for?’ 
He heard the telephone before she did, being one of those 
people who receive that vibration just before the ring, he had 
jerked his head in the direction of the dividing door before she 
was aware of the telephone m there m her bedroom The same 
possibihty made them exchange a glance — as though already 
there were complicity She stood where she was, head down, 
while the telephone continued its double-nngmg — to which 
Harrison, for his part, listened closely as though trymg to 
famiharize himself with a code 
‘Look, take it, why don’t you*’ he said at last 
She made a sweeping turn and went through to the other 
room, contemptuously leavmg the door open behmd her Behind 
the mirror the curtains were still undrawn, there was an ashy 
glimmer of window — she went round the foot of the bed to sit 
at the pillow end, her back to the scene she had left behind In 
the dark she took up the receiver with the unfumbhng sureness of 
one who habitually answers a telephone at any, even the deepest, 
hour of the night Her hand would have reached its mark before 
her eyes opened, before her brain stirred her ear would be ready, 
so that the first word she heard, even the first she spoke, would 
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be nusted over by some unfimshed dream This mechanical 
reflex of hers to a mechamcal thing suggested to Harrison, stand- 
mg there aware m the other room, the first idea he had had of 
poetry — her hfe Enflamed by the picture he could not see, he 
could but think, ‘So that^s what it can be hke** Meanwhile, feet 
planted apart m the lampht drawing-room, he looked about him 
hke a German in Pans 

‘Hullo?* she said — to be checked whoever it was had failed to 
press Button A Then — ‘Oh, you — oh, darhng^ . You are, 
are you? For hovrlong* However, that*s better than nothing 
But why didn’t you tell me** Have you had any diimer^ Yes, 
I’m afraid that might be best I don’t think I’ve got anythmg in 
the flat How I wish you’d told me And directly after that 
you’ll come straight here? Of course, naturally, don’t be 
so idiotic Yes, there is just at the moment, but there soon 
won’t be , No, no one you know , Soon, then — as soon as 
ever you can^’ 

She hung up, but remained to black-out her bedroom. And in 
the series of rushes with which she made the curtains run on the 
rail could be heard release, a hghtenmg, a larkhke soarmg up of 
her mood She lit up the dressing-table, hummed a tune, tran- 
quilly touched her hair Harrison could not but be drawn to the 
doorway, in which he remained standing — he searched, with his 
eyes, the room, the built-m cupboards, the satin low bed, her face 
reflected m the dazzhng mirror. He said ‘Well, that was that 
You always sound so surpnsed^’ 

‘Only when I am,’ she rephed, turmng ‘That was my son, on 
leave ’ 

‘Oho’ 

‘He’s just got to London He’s at the station He’s on his way 
round here ’ 



CHAPTER THREE 


R oderick never came to the flat without giving warmng. 
When, at a quarter to ten that mght, Stella heard the befiof 
the street door, she was in the act of pulling blankets out of 
a cupboard Had her parting with Harrison been of a different kind 
she would have called after him, as he went downstairs ‘Please 
leave that door on the latch again, for Roderick*’ As things were, 
she had had the irritation of hearing Harnsoif pause outside, to 
make sure the door was shut, before making off down Wey- 
mouth Street He had gone — but he had brought hfe to one of 
those passes when nothing is simple, not even opemng a door 
She dropped the armful of blankets, intended for her son’s night 
on the sofa, when Roderick rang 
In any case, she would have gone to meet him on the stairs 
It was a time of opening street doors conspiratonally hght 
must not escape on to steps Roderick, considerably broadened 
by his equipment — ‘Everything,’ he had once said, ‘but a 
mousetrap, and not impossibly that,’ — inched in round the door 
his mother held They embraced, with, on her part, an exclam- 
ation, for the happiness of reumon is surpnsmg Half-way up the 
stairs he said ‘You are out of breath *’ 

‘I must be getting fat ’ 

‘I hope not,’ Roderick said gravely 

‘Go ahead,’ she said at the top, stoppmg to turn off the landing 
hght — through the door she watched Roderick, m the square 
yard of vestibule, bend his cropped head as he unslung his 
equipment Clumsily, he unyoked himself from what was to her 
an anonymous tangle of webbing and knockmg thmgs, and m so 
doing showed an ammal patience He stacked up some of the 
stuff, kicked the rest out of view, and plonked down his tin hat 
on the small marble table There was now so httle space left 
that he had to move on before she could enter the flat So m the 
front room he waited, vaguely staring around him at lit white 
lamps and their reflections in dark glass pictures This did not 
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look like home, but it looked like something — possibly a 
story 

She came m and said ‘Roderick, you did get something to eat? 
I began to worry after you’d telephoned, because lately almost all 
places are shut on Sunday ’ 

‘Fred knew of a pub that has pork pies ’ 

‘Fred came up with you?’ 

‘Yes He’s gone to his married sister’s at Wood Lane ’ 

‘I thought^f I made some coffee?’ 

‘Or you wouldn’t,’ Roderick ventured, ‘have any cake?’ 

‘Absolutely none If only, darling, you’d tell me the day 
before^’ 

‘Everything depends on so much else — Can I have a bath?’ 

‘Yes, go on, while I make the coffee ’ 

Roderick left the bathroom door ajar, steam came curling into 
the btchen where Stella was meanwhile, the percolator began to 
bubble Later he called out ‘Would there be a dressing-gown?’ 
so she unhooked Robert’s dressing-gown from her hanging-place 
and tossed it to Roderick through the walls of steam As a family 
she and he hked their coffee strong, she was therefore still stand- 
ing over the percolator when her son came out of the bath and 
propped himself m the door This kitchen was, by agents’ 
definition, a kitchenette, between the electric stove, the sink, the 
refrigerator, there was room for one slender person to stand and 
turn, all other fitments had been constructed to hang above or fit 
underneath each other Rodenck admired the scene in which he 
could play no part — this glazed, surgical-lookmg cabinet was the 
first kitchen m which he had seen his mother at work Reachmg 
up for the cups she said ‘Are you really dry?’ 

‘I am drying off’ 

‘You are looking more hke yourself’ 

‘More like myself, am I looking?’ asked Roderick, with inter- 
est and curiosity He attempted to remember what she must 
mean He looked reflectively down at Robert’s mottled silk 
dressmg-gown with the froggmgs, even tweaked, with a frown, 
at one end of die cord he had knotted tightly about his middle 
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Not unnaturally, the dressing-gown gave no clue it hung m 
Byzantine folds about the concavities of his frame, except where 
It stuck m patches to the damp of his skm — for his mother’s 
suspicion was right, he was imperfectly dry ‘Would there be a 
pair of my pyjamas anywhere rounds’ he said ‘If not, it naturally 
doesn’t matter ’ 

‘Why, yes, there should be — surely you left some here?’ 

Stella’s work at any time in her kitchen was not badly done 
but erratic, punctuated by thoughts Tomght she accomplished 
things rapidly in the wrong order — she had packed round for 
china, rattled about for spoons, chipped at last week’s sugar 
crusted around the bowl before she remembered that one must 
have the tray, still on its bracket over Roderick’s head Yet all 
her movements seemed to him charmed and deft as, shiftmg his 
weight from one bare foot to the other, he re-propped himself 
against the frame of the door In repose at last, he stood as she 
often stood It was to be seen how, each time he came back like 
this, he was at the beginning physically at a loss, until, by an 
imitation of her attitudes he supphed himself with some way to 
behave, look, stand — even, you might say, be His body could 
at least copy, if not at once regain, unsoldierly looseness and 
spontaneity And he traced his way back by these attitudes, one 
by one, as though each could act as a clue or signpost to the 
Rodenck his mother remembered, the Roderick he could feel her 
hoping to see He searched in Stella for some identity left by 
him in her keeping It was a search undertaken prinapally for 
her sake only she made him conscious of loss or change It was 
his unconscious purpose to underline everything he and she had 
in common And this worked each time each time she was 
reassured While she and Roderick stayed so closely ahke, it 
seemed less likely that he would, after all, shift away to some- 
where outside her ken — whatever happened, whatever was done 
to him For what nagged at her, what flickered mto her look each 
time she confronted the soldier in battle dress, was the fear that 
the Army was out to obhterate Rodenck In the course of a 
process, a'being processed, she could do nothmg to stop, her ^on 
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imght possibly disappear There must still be so many month® 
before he saw action she did not envisage or dread his death She 
dreaded dissolution inside his life, dissolution never to be repaired 
Months m the Army had made Roderick notice what he had 
taken for granted when he was more at home — the particular 
chmate m which his mother dwelled Of this, the temperature 
and the pressure were gauged by no other person, unless Robert 
To re-enter this chmate, to be affected by it, could have been 
enervating, if one had not loved her He was prepared to suppose 
that to be a soldier in training made one’s thoughts desultory, 
one’s feeling torpid — but of what else, what more, what better 
was he capable really, left to himself? Since he was seventeen, 
war had laid a negative filler on alternatives, he had expected, 
neutrally, to become a soldier, he was a soldier now To his 
year at Oxford there had been demed meaning— any meaning, 
It could have been disastrous to have caught Now, his ineptness 
to play any other part would have more distressed him had there 
been any other part to play Everybody was undergoing the same 
thmg The alternatives shadowed m Stella’s mind only troubled 
him in so far as they troubled her he could see, not feel, war’s 
cruelty to a world to wbch he had so far given no hostage, with 
which, warned, he had never engaged himself 

What did more nearly trouble him, this evening, was the 
probable disappearance of his pyjamas — those only things of his 
own in his mother’s flat He had been thinking of them on the 
journey up, and had even spoken of them to Fred Everything 
else of his had gone mto store, to hmbo, when Stella gave up 
their house 

As against this, Rodenck now owned property he had never 
seen Last May, he had inhented from a cousin of his father’s a 
house in the south of Ireland, Mount Morris, with which went 
about three hundred acres of land Probate, hkely to be retarded 
by the comphcation of Mount Morris’s being where it was, had 
not yet been obtained legally, the estate was still m the course of 
becoimng his Personally, he had entered mto possession the day 
the effect of the Will was made known to him — the bequest was 
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as unexpected as the testator’s death Up to that date, all 
Roderick had known of the house was tliat his parents spent their 
honeymoon there arguably, Mount Moms was inauspicious, 
for the marriage, of which he was the only child, had broken 
before he was three years old His father’s and mother’s divorce 
and his father’s death had come so close together that only by a 
process of reasomng (necessary to go through over again each 
time he bent his mind to the matter) could the son be clear which 
had happened first Cousin Francis Morris, of Mount Morns, 
had played no subsequent part in the hfe tliat Jlodenck and his 
mother shared 

Possessorship of Mount Morns affected Rodenck strongly It 
established for him, and was adding to day by day, what might 
be called an histone future The house came out to meet his 
growing capacity for attachment, all the more, perhaps, m tliat 
by geographically standing outside war it appeared also to be 
standing outside the present The house, non-human, became the 
hub of his imagmary hfe, of fancies, fantasies only so to be called 
because circumstance outlawed them from reahty Submerged, 
soporific and powerful, these fancies made for his acquiescence to 
the immediate day Whether he sought them out or they him, 
whether they nounshed him or he them, could not be said They 
did not amount to desires, being without object, nor to hal- 
lucinations, for they neither deceived him nor set up tension 
Now he was m the Army, they filled those pockets of vacuum 
underlymg routme They were at their most vivid, most satis- 
fymg, m the bodily coma before sleep, but through the day they 
diversified those long docile wiU-less waits for his turn for some- 
thing further to happen, fatigues, mspections, or simply hangmg 
about 

He got known as one of the dreamy ones who get by some- 
how He was most nearly bestirred when he had to regret his 
mother’s regrettmg the Army for him Each time, at the first 
glance, her eyes cried out ‘What are they domg to you?’ She 
saw how exposed, naive and comically childishly slender his neck 
looked rearmg out of the bulky battle-dress collar, she saw the 
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gram of his skin harshenmg over face-bones not much less fine 
than hers Through his hair now stiff to the roots from cropping 
she perceived the bony planes of his skull Ehs eyes, hke hers, 
were set in their sockets m a strikmg rather than lifehke way, they 
looked — m the surroimd of what he now was and wore — anachro- 
nistic These days he held himself, almost pigeon-breastedly, 
as though aspiring to fill out the bulky concavities of the khah 
He did not succeed so unamenable was his over-growmg thin- 
ness, so stragghng and light his frame that, once he shed the 
ballast of his e<jiiipment, only his great boots seemed to be 
weightmg him to the ground Had he looked more like a soldier, 
any kmd of a soldier, she might have taken it more calmly — she 
could have felt the authonty of a real change 
As It was, the anomaly of her son’s looks made Stella no 
longer know where she was with him she could not believe he 
knew where he was himself She had, for mstance, not once 
actually asked whether Rodenck hked bemg m the Army . He 
was therefore relieved to learn he was lookmg more hke himself, 
even m another man’s dressing-gown In a mmute she passed 
him the tray of cups and said ‘Will you take this mto the other 
rooms’ 

‘Where shall I put its’ 

‘Anywhere you like ’ 

‘Yes, Mother, yes,’ said Roderick patiently, ‘but there must be 
some place where it always goes?’ 

‘Anywhere,’ she repeated, not understanding 
He sighed In this flat, rooms had no names, there bemg only 
two, whichever you were not m was ‘the other room’ Pro- 
ceedmg mto what he saw as the drawing-room, Roderick, 
grasping the tray, stood lookmg round again Somewhere 
between these chairs and tables must run the spoor of habit, could 
one but pick it up. He could not envisage his mother as so com- 
pletely alone as one would be without any customs Fred and 
his other friends were all for the authontariamsm of home life, 
the last thmg they wished was Liberty Hall Rodenck, for the 
moment, was confounded by there being no one right place to 
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put down a tray «— he examined, like a detective, the armchairs, 
to see which showed signs of bemg most often sat m, the ash 
trays to see which had been in most recent use The stub-heaped 
little Chmese one on the chimneypiece was a puzzle — why 
should anyone stand to smoke for so long^ 

He gave up, placed the tray on the floor and himself on the 
edge of the sofa which was to be his bed Picking up and nursing 
one bare foot, m the posture of the boy with the thorn, he 
examined one toe-jomt closely ‘I say,’ he shouted, ‘I’ve got a 
com^’ 

‘Got what»’ 

‘Oh, nothing,’ he said, already bored He swung his legs up 
on the sofa, tested it out for length, refolded the dressmg-gown 
round his body, built himself up an elbow-rest of brocade 
cushions and tossed a couple more of them over his feet ‘What 
are you doings’ he shouted ‘I’ve more or less gone to bed ’ 

His mother came in with the coffee, looked about for the tray, 
exclaimed, ‘Really, darlmg^’ and moved it on to a stool She 
towed the stool mto position beside the sofa ‘I wish,’ she 
remarked, ‘I had somethmg for you to eat.’ Sittmg down beside 
his feet at the foot of the sofa, she removed the cushions in order 
to tuck them mto the small of her back Her attention was caught 
— ‘Why, Rodenck, that’s not a com?’ she said, starmg 
‘That’s what I’ve been telhng you ’ 

‘If your feet are cold, I can get the blankets ’ 

‘You’re mixing up corns with frostbite — don’t go away 
agam^’ He added ‘Now we’re m the same boat * 

‘What? — how?’ she said, startmg 

‘This is hke bemg opposite one another m a boat on a nver ’ 
‘Have we ever been m a boat on a nver — have we?’ 

‘Is there a boat for the nver at Mount Morns?’ 

1 only remember the nver. it was m autumn ’ 

‘All the same, you think there might be a boat? By now it 
may need tarrmg or caulkmg — you don’t thmk someone should 
see to that? Perhaps next time you’re wntmg to the lawyers . ’ 
‘No,’ she said firmly, ‘that really will have to wait We ire 
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not even certam there is a boat — Suppose this coflEee keeps you 
awake?* 

‘Nothing could/ declared Rodenck, blowing pohtely into his 
httle cup — ‘I only hope I stay awake long enough There is so 
much I want to know — For instance, what has been happening?* 
She ran a finger swiftly along the streak in her hair ‘Why 
should anything happen?* 

He looked at her in not unnatural surprise ‘I only meant,* he 
explamed, ‘since you last wrote ’ He broke oflf, eyes fixed on the 
tray ‘Mother, I thought you told me —* 

‘-What?-* 

‘— Told me there was nothing to eat In that case, what are 
these three biscuits for?* 

‘Oh, you, naturally But Ym afraid they’re musty * 

Rodenck tried, ate them, then picked crumbs from his chest 
‘Who was It who was here whom I didn’t know?* 

‘When^* 

‘Just now, this evemng, wheni rang up You answered in your 
company voice, I could hear that Have you made any inter- 
esting new friends?’ 

‘No, It was only a man called Harrison * 

‘The man who was at the funeral — What had he come about?* 
‘He just came to see me * 

‘But I thought you said he was a commeraal traveller?* 

‘I only said I rafoer got that impression * 

‘Anyway, as it’s Sunday probably he’d be taking the day off 
If he’s not a commercial traveller, what does he do?* 

‘Rodenck, what about your commission?* 

Roderick rearranged the cushions under his elbow ‘What do 
you mean?* he said 
‘You haven’t heard anythmg?* 

‘I should be very much surprised if I ever did why should I? 
I should be surprised enough if I ever got a stripe — Fred, you 
know, got his a month ago, I see how you feel, I am very, very 
sorry I’m not more hke your brothers, Mother, but there it is. 
I’ll areally try and exert myself if you’d rather, but I don’t think 
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the Army’s quite what it was m your day — everything now 
depends on so much else I must say, I should like to be known as 
“the Captam” when I settle at Mount Morns, but I suppose quite 
a lot of water will have to flow under the bridges before then * 
‘I wonder about your commission I was saying to Robert — * 
‘Oh yes, how ts Robert? I hope, well?’ 

‘Very This week-end he’s at his mother’s * 

‘Like I am,’ said Roderick genially However, the idea of the 
elder man made him look anxiously down the length of his own 
person in Robert’s dressing-gown — he had a ciotton he might 
have spilled some coffee, but was relieved to find it had no more 
chan left a runnel on his bare chest He wondered what had made 
his mother ask, and ask so abruptly, about his commission — a 
subject she as a rule approached in only the most roundabout 
way, or hinted at It had been clear from her manner that she did 
feel strongly, but about something else the commission, this 
time, had been made to act either as a diversion or an unconscious 
revenge — the saying of somethmg to irk or nettle him because 
he had, somehow, irked or nettled her In which case, what? 
Raising eyes which held, where she was concerned, the brooding 
mtuitiveness of a young animal rather than intelligent speculation 
Roderick gazed at Stella — who slightly changed her position at 
the end of the sofa he had called their boat 
The reality of the fancy was better than the unreality of the 
room In a boat you were happy to be suspended m nothing but 
light, air, water, opposite another face On a sofa you could be 
surrounded by what was lacking Though this particular sofa 
backed on a wall and stood on a carpet, it was without environ- 
ment, It might have been some derelict piece of furniture exposed 
on a pavement after an air raid or washed up by a flood on some 
unknown shore His return to his mother cried out for some- 
thing better — as a meeting, this had to struggle for nature, the 
nature it should have had, no benevolence came to it from sur- 
rounding thmgs* It IS the music of the familiar that is awaited, on 
such an occasion, with most hope, love dreads being isolated, 
being left to speak m a void — at the beginning it would oftfin 



rather listen than speak Even lovers can feel this — how many 
passions have not been daunted by the hotel room? — and be- 
tween son and mother the absence of every inanimate thmg they 
had had m common set up an undue strain Perhaps his fidgetmg 
with the cushions was an attempt to acclimatize at least those 
Stella and Roderick both, m their different ways, felt this evenmg 
to be beyond the powers of hving they now had They could 
have wished to live it as it could have been hved 
Both felt the greatness inherent in bemg human and m their 
bemg mother and son His homecommg should have been one 
more chapter added to an august book, a book on a subject 
greater than themselves nothing failed, to make it so, but their 
vision It may stiU have been such a chapter in the vision of God. 
Where they were concerned, the ban, the check, the caution as to 
all spendmg and most of all the expenditure of feelmg restncted 
them Warmess had dnven away poetry from hesitating to feel 
came the moment when you no longer could Was this war’s 
domg? By every day, every night, existence was being further 
dramed — you, yourself, made conscious of what was happenmg 
only by some moment, some meeting such as tomght’s 
Stella and Rodenck were too mtimate not each to extend to 
the other that sense of mstmctive loss, and their mtimacy made 
them too honest to play a scene Their trouble, had it been 
theirs only, could have been written off as mmor — the 
romantic dismay of two natures romantically akm But it was 
more than that, it was a sign, m them, of an impovenshment of 
the world There was not much left for either of them to say, 
and m this room in which they sat nothmg spoke, either — a 
mysterious flutter, hke that of a fire bummg, which used to 
emanate from the mmutes seemed to be at a stop The actual 
fire’s electric elements, vertical hot set lips, grinned away at the 
empty end of the room At half-shadow level, some way above 
the lamplight, the photographs were two dark unhvmg squares 
Outside the curtain-masked wmdows, down there m the street 
r unnin g into streets, the silence was black-out registered by the 
h&nng 
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It was imperfect silence, mere resistance to sound — as though 
the mner tension of London were being struck and struck on 
without breakmg Heard or unheard, the aty at war ticked over 
— if from this quarter, from these immediate streets, the suction 
of cars m pnvate movement was gone, there was all the time a 
jarring at the penphery, an unmtermittent pumping of vital 
traffic through arterial streets into artenal roads Nor was that 
quite all once or twice across the foreground of hearing a taxi 
careered as though under fire 

The room lacked one more thmg appfthension of time 
Inside It the senses were cut off from hour and season, nothing 
spoke but the clock The day had gone from the moment Stella 
had drawn down the fitted blinds and drawn across them the 
deademng curtams now nothing took its place Every crack was 
stopped, not a mote of darkness could enter — the room, sealed 
up m Its artificial hght, remained exaggerated and cerebral 

In spite of this, something happened — petals detached them- 
selves from a rose m the howl on the escntoire, to fall, one by 
one, on to Stella’s letters on the pulled-out flap Roderick 
watched them, she turned her head to see what he was looking at 
and watched also Then she said* ‘That remmds me — three 
more letters from Cousm Frankie’s lawyers came this week, I 
must show them to you I answered them all m one * 

It is awful for you me bemg a minor,’ said Rodenck ‘How- 
ever, time will cure that Have we come yet,’ he mquired 
rearing up on the sofa, ‘to anythmg crucial that can be really 
signed? I suppose so far there’s been no way of knowmg when i 
do enter into possession?’ 

‘At this rate, one would imagme when you’re about eighty ^ 

‘Fred’s sure the whole thmg ought to be simpler — You 
haven’t been m all day wntmg letters on my account?’ 

^No, no, I wrote several others — I wrote a long one to you. 
The only annoying thmg is, not knowmg you would be commg 
up I took today as my day off, I shall have to work tomorrow. 
What shall you do?’ 

‘Oh well, It can’t be helped And it does seem more natural 
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your being at home on Sunday — So you were writing away 
when poor Mr Harrison came»' 

'Why ^'poor”?’ 

'Well, for one thing you don’t seem to have given him much 
to drink, or at any rate I don’t see any glasses* Don’t you like 
him, or is he a teetotaller?’ 

‘No’ 

'And yet,’ said Roderick, glancmg thoughtfully m the direction 
of the ash tray on the chimneypiece, ‘he stayed on and on He 
must be fascinated'by you, Mother ’ 

Stella put down her coffee cup, left the sofa and, saying some- 
thing about the Mount Morris letters, went to the escritoire It 
was imperative that she should overcome, with the unconscious 
aid of Roderick’s presence, her aversion from that part of the 
room where, forced to listen to Harrison, she had been forced to 
sit Even the papers, letters, among which she had rested her 
elbow, listening to him, seemed to be contaminated, she shrank, 
even, from phrases in purple type on which, in the course of the 
listening, her eyes had from time to time lit She could, furthei, 
fancy the papers were disarranged, not quite as she had left them 
that afternoon — Harrison had, no doubt, glanced through them 
quickly while she was at the telephone She wanted to burn the 
lot — sorry for the petals of the roses for having fallen here at the 
end of their lovely hfe, she brushed the petals from the flap of 
the desk with a violence which was enough to make others 
fall 

'Still, I may see you some time tomorrow evenings’ she heard 
Roderick say 

Roderick’s being for one more night in London would, of 
course, mean her putting off Robert She perceived, if there had 
not been Roderick she might have been casting about her for some 
other excuse Before they did meet again she would have -to 
think — and to think seemed of all things beyond her power 
She was not, therefore, then, m effect, again to see Robert until 
she had thought? In that case, she might never see him again 

'Came all the way across London, I shouldn’t wonder?’ pursued 
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Roderick, recrossmg his feet m the place where Stella had sat 
‘I should have said he’d have had a thirst ’ 

‘Who, Harrison ? No, he’d been hstenmg to the band m the park ’ 

‘Oh, IS that what people here still do on Sunday evenings?* 
asked Roderick, willing to document himself as to civilian life 
‘But I suppose there’ll be a stop to that winter’ll be coming on * 

‘Yes, winter will be,’ she said, vaguely thumbmg the letter she 
ought to show him ‘It will be coming on * 

‘Those in fact must be nearly the last roses,’ he pointed out, 
looking, with the elegiac pleasure possible at twenty, at the desk 
‘Mother, I don’t think you ought to knock them about like that * 

‘It’s nothing more than September,’ she sharply said — ‘Here, 
do you want to read this?’ 

He reached across for the lawyer’s letter, but only went on to 
say ‘Then he’s musical?’ 

‘For Heaven’s sake^ Roderick — on and on about Harrison* 
What’s the matter with you? Can’t you see how he bores me?’ 

‘Then why do you have him in the flat?’ 

‘You know how people come in ’ 

‘I know they keep coming into houses, I didn’t think they kept 
coming into flats That was the point of a flat, you once said ’ 

She sat down again on the sofa, angrily took a cushion back 
and, unconsaously holding it against her like a shield, said 
‘You’re not growmg up to be a bully, are you?’ 

He seldom was, and was not this time, put out ‘But I always 
have taken an mterest m you. Mother Once I knew most of 
your friends, or at least about them I sometimes wonder where 
some of them are ’ 

‘Then you would put them all in the past tense?’ 

‘Oh no,’ said Rodenck, once again surprised, ‘I daresay it’s I 
who am in the past tense ’ Forthwith he began to arrange him- 
self for sleep, lay flat, arms folded loosely across his chest, his 
mouth hung slightly open after a yawn as he dropped his head 
back to stare up into the ceiling’s inverted depths ‘Did you 
say there were blankets ?’ 

She stared at him, repeatmg ‘I am so sorry about tomorrow** 
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1 shall sleep, you see,’ said he, with his air of total detachment 
‘But not all tomorrow — how can you?’ 

‘You’ve no idea how I can ’ 

‘But it seems such waste ’ 

‘Waste of what?’ 

She did not seem sure ‘Waste , ’ she said again, for an 
mstant closmg her eyes She bestirred herself and said ‘What 
about your friends? David, for mstance, came running across the 
street the other day to ask where you were, and I saw Hattie on 
the top of a bus iookmg so nice ’ 

‘I have nothmg agamst either David or Hattie,’ said Roderick 
tranquilly, ‘except that I haven’t a word to say to them ’ 

‘They might not expect that ’ 

‘Why shouldn’t they? They ought to Fred does ’ 

‘Oh, very well,’ said his mother — ‘In case you do wake up, 
have you got any money?’ 

‘Well, that IS a pomt,’ he conceded, hutting his brows ‘I 
mean, it could be a pomt m case of — that is, I mean to say if 
possibly — ’ He showed, for the first time this evening, signs of 
some inhibition ‘But no,’ he went on, ‘I don’t imagine, on 
second thoughts, that you would ever he free for dinner tomorrow 
evemng? . If you had been, you and I might have gone off 
somewhere and had a shght blow-out ’ 

‘Roderick, there’s nothmg I’d like more ’ The answer, at any 
time natural, was m this instance mtimidatmgly true It was dream- 
hke — how long would it last, in fact’ — this throwing of desire 
mto reverse ‘lean count,’ shesaid, ‘onyourbemg awake by then?’ 

‘Yes — Well,’ he said, sighmg, ‘that will be very nice In that 
case, I should be glad if we could arrange a loan ’ 

It had been clear, smee Roderick was a child, that fhendship 
with him would have to be one-sided Not mmdmg if he saw a 
person or not had been as far, apparently, as he would ever go, 
though he showed a well-mannered pleasure, wrongly read as 
response, m ejfforts to entertain or attach him Stella had seen, 
if never taken to heart, the folly of hopeful comment on mterests 
he did seem mchned to form If he was what Harnson claimed to 

5<5 



be, without vanity, that only made him more passive m his rela- 
tions with people If his wiUingness to be told a quite new story 
wore the deceptive gmse of a new friendship, the deceived one, 
rather than Rodenck, was to blame He coupled a liking for, a 
curiosity as to, what was gomg on with a reluctance that it 
should mvolve him — more, a positive disbehef that it ever 
could In general, he was m favour of what was happenmg, but 
preferred what had happened as bemg more complete so far, his 
heart had never moved from its place, for it had felt no pull from 
a movmg thmg His attention, as an entirety,#was yet perhaps to 
be daimtmg, to be reckoned with up to now it had never been 
wholly given His motives were too direct to be called ulterior: 
he liked gomg out to tea with families who had a brook through 
their garden, hypothetical snakes m their uncut grass, collections 
of any kmd in cabinets, a haunted room, a model railway, a funny 
uncle, a desk with a secret drawer He attached himself to the 
children of such famihes m a flattermg, obstmate, reserved way — 
you still could not, somehow, accuse him of cupboard love 
Stella could not fairly reproach in Roderick anythmg that 
savoured of only-childishness was it not she who had left him 
an only child? In, as a child, preferring objects or myths to 
people he probably had resembled most other children her un- 
formed worry began when he failed to grow out of this Havmg 
once seemed old, he now seemed young for his age Her anxiety 
mmgled with self-reproach — how if he came to set too much 
atore by a world of which she, both as herself and as an mstrument 
of her century, had depnved him^ He would have esteemed, for 
mstance, organic family hfe, she had not only lost his father for 
him but estranged herself (and him with her) from all his father^s 
relations She could perceive, too, that Rodenck was ready to- 
entertam a high, if abstract, idea of society— when he had been a 
baby she had amused him by opening and shuttmg a pamtedfan, 
and of that beau monde of figures, grouped and placed and hnked by 
gestures or garlands, he never had, she suspected, lost mtenor sight 
The fan on ns fragile ivory spokes now remamed closed she felt 
him most happy when they could recreate its illusion m their talL 
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Yes, what he liked about people was the order m which they 
could be arranged Such idealization of pattern, these days, also 
alarmed his mother She had supposed for some time that 
adolescence might make him more difiScult but less odd — it had 
not yet done so when he went into the Army Before that, she 
had watched him being confronted by people not only pattern- 
lessly doing what they liked but, still more preposterous from 
his point of view, expeaing to be liked for their own sakes 
Smee she felt, or believed she felt, that Roderick ought to change, 
how foolish to dresd lest the Army change him^ 

‘Well, It’s your leave, darling,* she said ‘Do as you like * 
Roderick was loath to remind his mother that she had so far done 
nothing about the blankets — however, nature spoke for him 
he sneezed twice At this she started up He unfolded his arms 
in order to delve about, underneath himself in the cushions, then 
down the cracks of the sofa, for a handkerchief Nothing, how- 
ever, came of this — ‘Wait,* he said, ‘or possibly in this pocket?* 
He dived his hand mto the shppery pocket of the dressmg-gown, 
in which, audibly, it came upon at least something Stella and he 
both heard the tired crackle of paper — paper long ago folded, 
pulped by age in its folds, hmp from bemg m silk near a body’s 
warmth The sound from that pocket of Robert’s made Stella 
start her eyes, with an uncontrollable vehemence, interrogated 
her son’s ‘Correspondence^’ Roderick vaguely said he fished 
out the paper, lay holdmg and staring at it, noncommittally 
twiddled it round and round 

‘It’s not yours,’ she sharply said ‘Put it back * 

‘Or had you better take charge of it? It might fall out again * 
‘It didn’t /fl// out this time,’ she could not help remarking 
‘However, it always might, and you never kngw * 

She said ‘What on earth do you mean?’ 

‘Well, you never know, you know, who might pick up what 
And isn’t what Robert’s at qmte important?* 

She over-easily smiled, took the paper from him, made ready 
to tear it up ‘Hi^’ he expostulated ‘It isn’t yours, either * 

‘It can’t be anythmg much * 
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‘Still/ he said gravely, ‘it was found worth keeping ’ 

‘So are old bus tickets and empty match-books and receipts for 
things at two-and-eleven-three, and envelopes telegrams have 
amved m " 

‘I am sure, though, you ought to have a look at it ’ 

‘Are you?’ said she densively, holdmg the twice-folded paper, 
dmgy along its edges, pmcer-mpped between her fingers and 
thumbs She was aware of Rodenck’s eyes upon her m a sus- 
pended, dispassionate cunosity Up to now, with that evasiveness 
a division between any two loves makes natuf al, she never had 
come to the pomt of asking herself what Roderick thought, or 
did not think, of herself and Robert It could be possible that 
Rodenck had succeeded m thmkmg nothmg If so, here was a 
cnsis for them both Like an ignorant looker-on at some famous 
game, trying to grasp the score and get the hang of the rules, he 
was watchmg to see what she would now do — expectmg, 
evidently, to leam how far the prerogative of love went He 
was waitmg to see if this paper from Robert’s pocket did count, 
was to be coimted, as also hers What a blunder, this brmging 
thmgs to a head by this msane show of tearmg the paper up 
All Ae propneties, everythmg sweet and lasting between herself 
and Roderick seemed to be caught up into this moment — m 
which she could hardly spare them a thought 
This was dynamite, between her fingers and thumbs That she 
was terrified of the paper — she wondered, could Rodenck see 
that, too? This secretively-folded grey-blue half-sheet became 
the corpus of suspicion — of guilt, hers, baseness, hers What did 
she feel to be possible^ — and, how could she> 

Snulmg, as though Rodenck were some atrocious contempor- 
ary, she remarked ‘It always could be a letter from a woman ’ 
He said naively ‘Oh, I shouldn’t think so, should you» — No, 
more likely notes on some conversation.’ 

‘But why should anybody make notes on a conversation^’ 
‘Why, but really, Mother,’ he exclaimed, heavmg himself up 
on the sofa for greater emphasis, ‘conversations are the leadmg 
thin g m this war ^ Even I know that Everythmg you and I 
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to do IS the result of something that’s been said How far do you 
think we’d get without conversations’ And can you really sup- 
pose that someone where Robert is doesn’t have conversations 
about conversations, even if he doesn’t have conversations 
himselfe’ 

‘Very well, very well, very well, I daresay he does ’ 

‘And in that case,’ said Roderick, lying back mollified, ‘he 
might be expected to jot down points ’ 

She, however, went on stanng at nothing, till she suddeidy 
asked ‘Do you beheve what you’re told’’ 

‘Depends on what I’m told, and who tells me ’ 

‘Naturally But, in general’’ 

‘Well, I am not told much In fact, as Fred says, it comes to 
seem fishy when one is told anything Go by what you find out 
for yourself, he says If a thing’s true, you find it sticks out a mile 
once you come to look Whereas if anybody goes out of his way 
to tell you something, Fred says you can take it he’s got an axe to 
grind ’ 

‘If what you were told were about someone you knew’’ 

‘In that case, how could I be told anything’ If I properly knew 
the person I’d already know the thmg — I should imagine If I 
knew what I was told was true, it would not be news to me If it 
both was news to me and then did turn out to be true, I suppose I 
should take it that after all I never had properly known the person ’ 
‘It all sounds so simple ’ 

‘Well, so It should, it is ’ He qualified this, however, by un- 
certamly, broodmgly, lookmg at Stella’s face ‘It would be no 
good,’ he warned her, ‘commg to me for answers about anything 
complicated — I don’t know anyone well except you and Fred ’ 
‘Perhaps Fred might know what to do with a piece of paper?’ 
‘Might It not just be best if I simply put it back agam where it 
came from?’ Roderick, having cleared his nose by an exhaustive, 
rackmg, prolonged sniffy added: ‘All I was doing was lookmg for 
a handkerchief No luck, however —Could I have one of yours? 
Not one of those better ones with the monograms ’ 

She nodded. Rapidly she had imfolded the sheet of paper: 
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now she was glancing through what was wntten on it in a semi- 
abstracted, calm, quite busmesshke way ‘Nothmg at all,’ she 
said, ‘as we might have known ’ Idly, she tore it across once, still 
more idly tore it across agam, then stood up to brush the pieces 
from her dress to the floor 

‘We shall need the waste-paper basket,’ Roderick said 

But she had walked away, humming, to come back with 
blankets and a handkerchief she rugged up Rodenck for the 
night while he blew his nose By the time St Marylebone clock 
struck twelve the sofa had become a sohtary4)ed Through the 
dividing door between this and the other room he, still just on 
the surface, still just afloat, heard his mother movmg dilatonly 
about, heard her pearl necklace bemg trickled on to the glass- 
topped table, on to which tops dropped from little bottles and 
pots She kicked off her shoes, hung up her dress with a clatter 
of hangers along a rod Soon he did not distmguish between what 
he heard and what he dreamed he heard, she might or might not 
have said quietly, ‘Rodenck?’ — something, however, made him 
open his eyes She had left a lamp alight on the stool beside him. 
the watery circle on the ceding seemed for the moment to swell 
or tremble — so earthquake stones begm, but this could be only 
London givmg one of her sleepy galvanic shudders, of which an 
echo ran through his relaxed hmbs 

The lamp’s dazzhng shade was on a level with his eyes beyond 
It the tide of his own sleep submerged and blurred what was m the 
room He had only to put out a hand to put out the lamp, but 
for some time he contmued to he and stare at it with the beatific 
helplessness of a drugged person — till at last, with a sigh hke an 
exclamation, he heaved himself over, face mwards to the back of 
the sofa He fell asleep with his forehead butted into the tense 
brocade 

In the other room, the telephone was given time to rmg only 
one note Stella answered it m a hurried low voice ‘Back** she 
said . • . ‘Listen, I can’t talk now Rodenck’s here, asleep — I 
think . I did not know myself* he came up this evenmg , • 
Forty-eight hours.’ 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


R oderick had rightly pigeon-holed Harrison as the man at the 
funeral — Cousm Francis Morns’s. It had been on that occa- 
sion, four months ago, that Stella had for the first time met 
him None of the little family party of mourners knew him, or had 
any idea who he was or how he came to be there — the funeral 
was meant to be strictly pnvate Wearing a dark suit, the intruder 
had occupied a p^ to himself, some way down the church, 
some way back from the last of the rows of relatives Afterwards, 
as the party straggled away from the graveside, out through the 
lych gate and down the village street, he was found to have 
attached himself to its tail end Stella’s first view of him, glancing 
back, had been of someone stepping cranelike over the graves 
Dunng the procession to the hotel, at which a buffet lunch was 
to be served m a private room, the idea sprang up, to be discussed 
m murmurs, that he must have taken the funeral to be that of 
someone other than Francis Morris The idea of his performing 
a pious duty under a wrong impression became embarrassing no 
one cared to address him 

Stella had on the whole been grateful for the diversion 
Harrison’s presence caused For her, the day had not been an 
easy one, it mvolved, as well as the tram journey to this old- 
world nucleus of a new dormitory town, the presenting of some 
sort of face to her once relations-m-law She had not seen any of 
them, they had not seen her, smce the disastrous end of her short 
marriage, they had every reason to feel coolly towards her, ana 
today, m the mam, gave evidence that they did 
She had nearly not come to the funeral at all for her, the good- 
bye she had spoken to Cousm Francis on the steps of his Irish 
house, at the end of her honeymoon, could be most happily left 
as the final one The news of his death had done little more than 
stir up unwelcome memories — her melancholy, rather guilty 
regard for him had for a long time been of the kind one has foi 
the dead His actual death returned him to life again — his glass- 
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grey eyes careenng round their sockets, his kind wild smile and 
ragged pepper-and-salt moustache EQs gestures, the intonations 
of hts voice gamed a renewed sharpness fi:om the fact that they 
now would be made no more, heard no more She had lost 
touch with the livmg Francis Moms completely she had not 
even known him to be in England till she heard of his dymg 
suddenly m this place 

She had come to the funeral because the lawyer’s letter, notify- 
mg her of the arrangements made, had been m its final paragraph 
so worded as to suggest that she should be there, with her son She 
had been surpnsed, as thmgs were, at the mvitation But she had 
also come because she recalled Cousm Franas as bemg, like other 
Irishmen, himself an unfaihng, feelmg fimeral-goer three times, 
durmg their stay with him, had he set out, top-hatted, black as a 
crow all over, to travel unnumbered miles The unfiumess, not 
of his dying but of his dymg as and where he had, touched and 
wounded her War made the return of his body to Ireland 
impracticable at home, his funeral foUowmg would have been a 
mile long — he was a respected landlord As it was, death had 
surpnsed him m this neighbourless place he had, even, few 
relatives left hvmg m any part of England After his seizure and 
death m the span of minutes, his lawyer — or, rather, the London 
representative of his Dubhn lawyers — had been telephoned for 
and had taken charge, making the few sombre, meagre arrange- 
ments for what should have been Cousm Franas’s greatest 
sociable day There was no chief mourner, no one figure stood 
out firom the mdefimte level of cousinship, an awkward lack of 
prionty made itself felt more and more among those present 
There was wantmg not only a head but a core of gnef They let 
themselves be shepherded by the lawyer 

Cousm Francis’s death firom a heart-attack at Wistaria Lodge 
could hardly have given more trouble everythmg had had to be 
hushed up It could have endangered the equihbnum of Dr and 
Mrs Trmgsby’s six tranquil uncertified mental patients, of whom 
Nettie Morris, the dead man’s wife, was one The whole fright- 
ful occurrence had confirmed the Trmgsbys’ prejudice agajnst 

63 



visitors aided by the war, they had for some years succeeded m 
staving oS Cousin Francis They had felt he would prove up- 
setting — and so he had Happily, the thing had been swiftly 
dealt with while the dear people were induced to keep to their 
rooms — the first to escape was fended off from the drawing- 
room by being told someone had gone to Heaven Cousin 
Nettie, busy with arts and crafts, expected nothing, guessed 
nothing, was told nothing She had not only forgotten Cousin 
Francis was coming, she happened to be enjoying one of those 
happy spells in which she was unaware that she had a husband 
at all 

Cousin Nettie was very well where she was Heaven had 
intervened on her behalf, for she could not have set eyes on her 
husband’s face without dreading that he had come to take her 
away This would have returned to its full force her dread of 
having to cross the sea Having been left undisturbed at Wistaria 
Lodge for years, she was now, the Trmgsbys were certain, much 
more herself She had possibly never been as happy as she now 
was, m the prospect of Cousin Francis’s visit her good friends 
foresaw the undomg of their work The elderly man’s pig- 
headedness in the whole matter was more inexplicable — now 
that they thought it over ~ than, even, his collapse the post 
mortem had revealed cause for the second, nothmg rationalized the 
first Up to a month or two ago he had been the ideal patient’s 
husband — elsewhere, quiescent, steadily (through his solicitors) 
paymg up. No visit, in the Trmgsbys’ opimon, could be expected 
to go off completely well Cousin Franas’s missed by a hair’s 
breadth bemg a total fiasco for Wistana Lodge Death came on 
him, however, m the drawing-room, before he set foot on the 
stairs to poor Nettie’s room 

The taxi bespoken by Cousin Francis to drive him back again 
to the station had arnved on the tail of the ambulance commg for 
his body both were greeted by music from gramophones wafted 
out of the wmdows of the patients’ rooms This month, the 
flower which gave the house its name bloomed m mauve tnckles 
down the cream stucco front Late afternoon sun struck on the 
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blue curtains drawn hastily across the drawing-room wmdows 
It irritated Dr Tringsby, who m these days had difficulty in 
arrangmg motor-car outmgs for his patients, to see the taxi going 
to waste When Cousm Francis had at last been removed, the 
Tnngsbys sat down and looked at each other, and this signahzed 
the dawn of a mood m which they saw no reason to do anything 
more They had already telephoned to the dead man’s lawyer, 
with whom they had always been m touch, it bemg he who made 
all arrangements for Cousm Nettie, and paid, as meticulously as 
he scrutimzed, their account He thought highly of them and 
they thought highly of him The lawyer could be rehed on to see 
their point, which was that the funeral could not, under any 
conditions, be expected to take place ‘from’ Wistaria Lodge 
Next day, Mrs Tnngsby so far raihed herself as to telephone to 
the florist’s for a beautiful wreath — which Cousm Nettie must 
send but not be allowed to see Mrs Trmgsby mscnbed the card 
with 

From his lovmg wife 

Till the day break and the shadows flee away 

It was she who suggested that the Station Hotel might be 
persuaded to run a hght buffet lunch 

Unexpectedly — and, it was felt, nicely — Mrs Trmgsby 
turned up at the funeral more, she brought with her the two 
steadiest of the patients, to swell the mourners’ mournfully thin 
ranks These two were told nothmg more than that this was the 
funeral of a gentleman who had died they enjoyed themselves 
qmetly and asked no questions 

Cousm Franas’s visit to Wistaria Lodge had been a matter of 
honour, not merely of obstmation His real object in makmg the 
journey to England had been to offer that country his services in 
the war — his own country’s abstention had been a severe blow, 
but he had never sat down under a blow yet Bound to Mount 
Moms both by passion and duty, he had waited two-and-a-half 
years for Eire to reverse her decision, hopes of German mvasion 
had for part of that time sustained him — he had dug tanktraps*m 



the Mount Morns avenues — but as those hopes petered out he 
resolved to act It appeared that he might have waited just too 
long, for by now the regulations affecting an Eire subject’s travel 
to England had been forbiddingly tightened up Having tned 
everything, everyone, in an mcreasing frenzy. Cousin Francis 
found he could only obtain an exit permit on ‘compassionate’ 
grounds — the pretext of a visit to his afflicted wife The 
repugnance to him, and the pomtlessness, of the visit he must 
therefore endeavour to overlook Though annoyed by the tone 
of the Trmgsbys’ letters, he could not at heart have agreed with 
them more profoundly that Nettie was better left alone But not 
havmg, m the course of his sixty-five years, ever obtained any- 
thmg under false pretences, he could not, as he saw thmgs, omit 
Wistaria Lodge An Irish gentleman’s honour is a hard master - 
he decided to swallow the pill at once, polish Nettie off, then 
have his time his ovm So — havmg spent one day in his London 
hotel, writing letters to influential people he thought he knew 
and people he knew who he thought might be influential, and 
having kept one appomtment — he caught the tram into the 
Home Coimties next mormng To be out of town for some 
hours, at this juncture, should just give the letters time to mature 
Of course, if anyone were to telephone it would be a pity he 
charged the hotel to tell them he would be back by eight 
The recipients of his letters learned from The announce- 
ment that they had been spared the embarrassment of replying. 
The insertion of the word ‘suddenly’ in the notice, and the 
suppression of the locale of the death, gave rise m some quarters 
to the notion that Cousin Francis had been killed by a bomb 
This, m a month when enemy action was not severe, seemed par- 
ticularly tough on the poor old chap who had so lately quitted 
his own safe shores Otherwise, for the death, under any circum- 
stances, of an obscure and elderly Irish landowner there could 
not be much emotion to spare It was recollected, with a final 
breath of relief, that the widow was m no state to receive letters 
Most grateful of all was the intimation that the funeral was to be 
strfctly private 
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Stella had been among the few to be notified as to time and 
place The lawyer’s letter, redirected from her pre-war address, 
only arrived on the eve of the day itself — she had made this her 
justification for not so much as trying to contact Roderick She 
did not see how he could get leave at such short notice, for the 
funeral of a first cousin once-removed It was difficult enough to 
get leave herself All the same, she ought — as she recollected only 
when she vras half-way there m the train — to have let Rodenck 
know Cousm Francis was dead he was a name at least, and her 
son set store by names — though Rodenck’^ only connection 
with Cousm Francis was that of havmg been conceived under his 
roof To face the truth of the matter, she did not want Rodenck 
with her on this occasion — did not want him to see her bemg 
cold-shouldered, even possibly cut, nor did she want him eyed, 
in a sohcitous manner, as bemg a bad mother’s fatherless son 
The world m which one could still be seen as diclassee was on the 
whole Ignored by her, but not yet quite 

Alone, she could hope to keep cool and wear a face As the 
tram slowed down for the station, she hastily glanced at herself 
m her handbag mirror, trying on an expression of imperviousness 
— even, should it be necessary, of effrontery The London black 
suit she wore, though severe and matt, somehow failed altogether 
to look like moummg No other mourner seemed, after all, to 
have been m the tram with her all others must have allowed 
the margin necessary for being m good time She lost her way 
between the station and the church, made her entrance only just 
not late, and, as she chcked up the aisle on her high heels, felt 
treacherous colour flammg up her cheeks Several heads half- 
turned and at the half-turn paused She carried a bunch of tulips 
and white hlac, but was too shy to place this on the exposed 
coflSn, adorned only, so far, by Cousm Nettie’s wreath 

Delmquent m bemg known to be who she was, she could not 
fail to recognize Harrison as a fellow-delinquent in bemg not 
known to be anyone How right she had been, she thought, to 
keep Rodenck out of this 

It was not till she learned what was m the will that she saw she 
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liad been, on the contrary, very wrong It was Roderick who 
ought to have headed the wavenng procession out of the church, 
It was Roderick who should have stationed himself at the raw hp 
of the lonely grave, coming as near as he could to the sonless man 
who by naming him heir had sought him out as a son Cousin 
Francis left Mount Morns and the land to Roderick — ‘m the 
hope*, It was written, ‘that he may care in his own way to carry 
on the old tradition* Such capital as had not been placed m 
trust to provide for the widow during her lifetime went direct 
to Roderick, the rest would come to him later. There was not 
very much. 

It was not, of course, till they had reached the hotel that she 
was taken aside to be told this Until then, the lawyer was 
occupied in moving sheepdog-hke, m his shadowy role of host, 
up and down the httle straggle of mourners, improvising a mur- 
mured remark for each The gathermg, one learned, was by no 
means over, for ever-severer cuts m the tram service so worked 
out that nobody could depart, on the up or down line, for some- 
thing under two hours more. It was therefore necessary to 
acchmatize the sad visitors, and at least to coax them to linger 
over their buffet lunch There was, frankly, not much here to 
view and admire, except the church — of which, by this time, 
they had had enough So, at least, said the lawyer — Mrs 
Trmgsby, more locally proud, pomted out landmarks along the 
street 

The mam street was by now empty today nothing more would 
happen Before noon the housewives had swarmed, so completely, 
whitely, strippmg the shops that one might ask oneself why these 
remained open A scale or two adhered to the fishmonger’s 
marble slab, the pastrycook’s glass shelves showed a range of 
mterestmg crumbs, the fruiterer filled a longstanding void with 
fbis of cardboard bananas and a ‘Dig for Victory’ placard, jthe 
greengrocer’s crates had been emptied of aU but earth by those 
who had somehow failed to dig hard enough The butcher 
flaunted unknown joints of purplish meat in the confidence that 
th^e could not be bought, the dairy restricted itself to a china 
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cow, the grocer, with costless courage, kept intact his stocks of 
dummy cartons and tms In the confectioner’s wmdows the 
ribbons bleached on dummy boxes of chocolate among flyblown 
cut-outs of pre-war blondes Newsagents without newspapers 
gave out m angry red chalk that they had no matches either Pasted 
inside a telephone booth, a notice asked one to telephone less 

The sun did not shme, and, as m May so often, there was some- 
thing imeasy about the lowered sky and mk-blue fumy dark- 
ness across the distance The leaves of the pollarded trees along 
the pavement burned an unnatural green Qpe seemed to have 
left the churchyard with its alert headstones for a scene of less 
future, order and animation Thankful, at any rate, that they did 
not hve here, the mourners glanced at their dark reflections in 
the darklmg wmdows as they streamed past the shops, in the 
hush, an express tram not stoppmg here could be heard roarmg 
away down the mam Ime 

‘We are actually full of soldiers,’ said Mrs Trmgsby, piloting 
the party across the trafficless street ‘They are always an interest, 
my dear people love them But I suppose they are all at their 
dinner now ’ 

Stella, not yet aware of her standing as heir’s mother, was glad 
when her turn for a word from the lawyer came She was ready 
for company, it was by the merest chance that she had not been 
left to walk qmte alone — one of the Trmgsby patients had 
drawn alongside, but he skipped on and off the pavement and did 
not speak Trymg to fight off the influence of the street and day, 
and still more of the memory of the grave — on which, it seemed 
to her, they had so shamefecedly, hurnedly turned their backs - 
she supported herself by thmkmg about Robert When the 
lawyer bowed at her elbow and said how much he regretted 
Roderick’s having been unable to come, she explamed for the 
second time that he was m the Army The lawyer accepted this 
with an incredulous second bow, and said he would ask for a 
word with her later on. She at once looked deeply apprehensive* 
he, as though to dispel somethmg, cleared his throat and asked 
if she had any idea who the stranger might be 
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*Not the slightest/ said she, having looked behind her. ‘Hasn’t 
anyone else?’ 

‘Apparently not And he does not correspond with anyone on 
my hst ’ 

‘Oh dear,^ said Stella vaguely ‘So what do you tbnk he’s up 
to? Perhaps he simply saw the thmg in The Times ’ 

‘But I did not put place or time of the funeral m The Tmes^ 
m accord with general feehng that it should be strictly private ’ 
‘But, good heavens,’ cried Stella, ^ whose general feeling? Any- 
body would think Cousm Francis had been hanged ^ I cannot 
feel he’d have liked things hole-m-a-corner I should have liked 
to have given him a send-off’ 

‘All this has been very trying for Dr and Mrs Tringsby ’ 

‘But really much more trymg for Cousin Francis*’ 

The lawyer, who had compressed his lips, unparted them to 
begin, ‘But, my dear lady . ’ paused, sized up Stella, began 

again 

‘I allow for feeling,’ he said ‘I am not without feelmg At the 
same time, placed as I have been, and m the absence of any 
expressed wish of any near relation of Mr. Morris’s, I could not 
have felt myself justified m ignormg the mterests of Dr and Mrs 
Tringsby The charge of uncertified patients, such as they under- 
take, is at all times a dehcate matter I am satisfied that their 
conduct of Wistana Lodge is above reproach I have been, there- 
fore, at pains to safeguard the establishment against further 
disturbance and, still more, publicity of an unwelcome kind ’ 
‘Oh’ 

Oppressed by so much explanation, Stella glanced away from 
the lawyer towards her other companion — the hatless Trmgsby 
patient not unlike Mr Dick Somethmg struck her — ‘Of 
course,’ she suggested, ‘your stranger you cannot place may be 
one more of the Wistaria Lodge party^’ 

‘Oh?* . said the lawyer, *ah . ’ He moved on ahead at once 
to check up the matter with Mrs Tringsby As he failed to 
return to put Stella nght, she continued to think of Harnson as 
a Trmgsby patient she continued to look at him in that hght 



when, at the hotel, he came up with a cup of coffee Some ideas, 
hke dandehons m lawns, stnke tenaciously you may pull off the 
top but the root remams, dnves down suckers and may even 
sprout again Her uncontrovertible sense of Harrison’s queer- 
ness dated, she saw ever afterwards, from that day of the funeral 
His stops m talkmg, apparently due to some inner cramp, the 
exaggerated quietness of his movements, as though their impor- 
tance must be at aU costs hidden, his ununified way of regardmg 
you simultaneously out of each eye — these, in the months that 
followed, were to keep on alimenting her£rst idea He had 
followed the funeral hke a shark a ship ‘Origmally,’ she was to 
tell him from time to time, ‘I took for granted you were a lunatic, 
and I am still not so certam that I was wrong ’ 

No sooner had the procession reached the hotel than Stella 
was pnsed apart from it by the lawyer In default of any other 
place where they could be private, he took her to a recess under 
the stairs here, surrounded by hangmg mackintoshes, he made 
known to her the effect of Cousm Francis’s will, and placed m her 
hands the envelope of the typesenpt copy Askance, she asked 
*But aren’t you gomg to read it aloud to everyone?’ 1 shall be 
ready to do so, m response to any expressed wish As you and I 
know. It affects no one else here It is, as you say, a pity your 
son could not be present As agamst which, his bemg still a mmor 
and your bemg his guardian makes the legacy, for the time bemg, 
equally your concern ’ 

‘Yes, of course, I see ’ 

Agitated, not knowmg what she felt and wondermg what 
Roderick would feel, she rejomed the party m the pnvate room 
upstairs. Lookmg round at the others with a new eye, she sup- 
posed that, if they knew what was m the will, they would look 
With a new eye at her Not one of these faces stood out clearly, 
the mterior, with its maroon walls, was, like the day outdoors, 
overcast The wmdows wore wire gauze half-blmds, through 
one wmdow a chestnut threw its viridian reflection, balancing 
waxy flowers, mto a tarmshed mirror across the room And this 
tall wide mirror, relic of some vanished ballroom, reflected also 
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Roderick’s father’s people, sombrely miUmg around the buffet 
Mrs Tnngsby, annoyed by the misunderstandmg about Harrison 
— who did not look to her, she had told the lawyer, at all the type 
of person she would have had in her house — had placed her two 
real dear people side by side on a bench, at the greatest possible 
distance from the mtruder circuktmg, herself, amongst the rest 
of the party, she phed back from time to time to the bench with 
more sandwiches, and could be heard to hope that they were 
enjoying themselves 

No sooner was Stella mside the room than Harrison came up 
with the cup of coffee ‘Or if you’d rather/ he said, ‘I see there’s 
some so-called port ’ 

‘This looks very mce,’ she said, acceptmg the coffee, neutrally 
smihng 

‘Or, one could always nip down and see what they’ve got in 
the bar?’ 

‘No, thank you, tbis really looks very mce ’ She attempted 
to move away, but he headed her off again with a plate of sand- 
wiches ‘Not much of a send-off, this,’ he said, ‘for the poor old 
boy What a place to snuff out m, when everythmg’s said and 
done*’ 

‘Wistana Lodge?’ ^ 

‘WeE, I mean to say — m a nut-house* If he had even been 
havmg a bit of fun 

She frowned, bit into a sandwich, and revised, at least for the 
moment, her idea So, one was once more back where one 
started — nowhere She said ‘Oh, you knew him, then?’ 

‘Why not?’ said he, eyemg her m a moody but somehow raEy- 
mg way ‘What else would make one show up at a show like 
this?’ 

‘I don’t know, reaUy ’ 

‘You probably can’t place me?’ 

‘I don’t know that I’ve med — I had not seen Cousm Francis 
for such a long time that I have no idea whom he might not 
know.’ 

‘Frankly, no more had I,’ said Harnson promptly. ‘At this 
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side of the water, that’s to say You rather cut out Ireland? I 
knew him there What an old place that was of his — nght off 
the beaten tracks And what a reception one got there — quite 
Oriental! Yes, dear old Frankie and I had great get-togethers 
You’d be surprised how often I heard your name — I do rightly 
take It you’re Mrs Rodney?’ 

‘Yes,’ she said, far from pleased She looked round the room, 
hoping for some way out She resignedly added- ‘You come 
from Ireland?’ 

‘I go there ’ 

‘Fishmg?’ 

‘Alas, no time ’ 

She had rather thought not She passed on to her second idea 
— which was also, in its own way, to strike down a root — that 
he must be a travelhng salesman, gentleman-type She could 
picture him puntmg up m a small car and broaching country 
house steps, to assure the owner he had a fine old place here. 
Cousm Francis had always looked kmdly on new mventions, 
though with a final reluctance to take advantage of them With 
regard to heatmg, hghtmg and plumbmg he was happy to keep 
Mount Morris m, almost, its origmal state, and his farm was run 
and his land worked with few aids unknown m his grandfather’s 
day — none the less, systems, outfits, fit-ups, gadgets and all 
forms of mechanized labour-savers entranced him, he wrote for 
booklets contammg further particulars of almost every device 
he saw advertised He had flirted, to within danger of breach of 
promise, with an air-conditionmg plant, a room-to-room tele- 
phone, an electnc dish-washer and a fireproof roof Any sales- 
man would find him as easy to ‘mterest’ as he would prove 
impossible to pm down He could be wntten off as a famous 
waster of time 

‘Yes, remarkably fine old place he had there, too,’ said he, 
with an apparent clairvoyance which made her start. ‘And now, 
I seem to remember, that’s to go to your son?’ 

Too much annoyed by his manner to be surprised at his know- 
ledge, she said, *I beheve so, yes,’ and glanced round the room 
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a stiflP to Ireland, I considered here a good bet, which it proved 
I may say, I went to the trouble of checking up ’ 

‘You certamly went to a good deal of trouble ’ 

‘Then again, why not, after all?’ he said ‘An old friend * 
She just was begmnmg to wonder why the reply did not, 
somehow, either rebuke or convmce her, when Colonel Pole 
approached with a glass of port Colonel Pole, with whom her 
refugee glance had found its mark, had for some time now been 
wishing to cross the gulf dividing this lady from the rest of the 
party, now that bs wife Maud had fallen mto conversation with 
Mrs Trmgsby, he seized the opportumty of domg so With a 
courteous determined movement of the shoulder he drove a 
wedge between Stella and Harrison: the latter immediately 
turned away Colonel Pole said he supposed she did not remem- 
ber him? 

‘Of course I remember you*’ Stella said ‘Do you still breed 
those lovely Samoyed puppies?’ 

‘Hitler has put the hd on that, for the time bemg You would 
not care for some port? I’m afraid you’re right ’ Colonel 
Pole shook his head ‘Frankie himself,’ he said, ‘would have 
done us very much better Makmg allowance for everything, I 
cannot feel this sohcitor fellow has done his best — at the same 
time, he strikes me as takmg a bit too much on himself Bit of a 
bee in his bonnet about these Thingsbys — makes one fancy he 
must have put money mto their place? And he does not seem 
clear who is here today and who isn’t — for mstance, your son 
is not with us, I understand?’ 

‘No He — he couldn’t get leave m time ’ 

‘Very gallant of you, commg down on your own like this ’ 
Colonel Pole, lookmg cautiously after Harnson, added: ‘Or is 
that a friend of yours?’ 

‘No’ 

‘I somehow thought not,’ he exclaimed — the more warmly 
because Maud had taken the other view. ‘I should not be sur- 
pnsed to hear that you’ve no idea who he is — any more, that’s 
to say, than the rest of us have ’ 
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‘He says his name is Harnson/ 

'That does not tell one much * 

She agreed Colonel Pole went on ‘He’s not been annoying 
you?’ 

‘Not exaedy * 

‘He did not happen to say what he thinks he is doing here^’ 
‘He knew Cousm Francis m Ireland ’ 

‘Ireland Things may not be what they were m that unfor- 
tunate country, but you wont get me to beheve that chap is an 
Inshman^ So w^at was he up to there, I should hke to know?’ 
‘I don’t think he said * 

‘Up to some kmd of hanky-panky, I should not wonder/ 
‘Apparently Cousm Francis knew all about him ’ 

‘It was characteristic of Frankie,’ said Colonel Pole, ‘not to 
spot hanky-panky when he saw it Up to a pomt he’d listen to 
any story, he was as innocent as a babe unborn At the same time, 
he’d got a memory hke a sieve — he had no doubt completely 
forgotten he ever met this fellow ’ 

‘I don’t think he can have,’ said Stella mildly. ‘They met by 
appointment in London only the other day ’ 

‘What, not this time?’ said Colonel Pole, changing colour 
‘That IS what Mr Harrison told me The day before Cousm 
Francis came down here ’ 

‘Now that I just don’t beheve^ Appomtment? Meeting m 
London? Why, not a soul knew Frankie was m this country 
Youd heard nothing? — I thought not no more had Maud and 
I And, from what I’ve made out this morning, all the rest here 
today were just as much m the dark To tell you the truth, it’s 
been that that’s hit me as hard as anything ~ Frankie’s coming 
over to England and never lettmg me Imow ! He and I, you know 
— or perhaps you don’t — no, how should you? — grew up as boys 
together, one time, we were like brothers Blood is thicker than 
water, whatever else they mvent You set store by your 
memories when you get to my age’ Colonel Pole, already 
iookmg unhappy, paused, frowned, and further lowered his 
voice. ‘One or two things lately have made me ask myself 
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whether this drawn-out wretched business about poor Nettie 
could have unsettled Frankie m any sort of way Then came this 
Insh muddle, to top the lot — there was no braver country when 
I was young Not that it does to think of the old times Once 
you hand over the rems to a pack of rebels — ! But there, agam, 
you had Frankie — obstmate as a mule You had to allow for the 
fact that his roots were there he got to be as touchy as — well, I 
should not care to say^ For mstance, last Chnstmas, wntmg my 
yearly letter, I couldn’t resist a dig, it may have been wrong of 
me I wrote “You must be proud, these days, of your precious 
country*” Whereupon, will you beheve me, he fired a letter 
back fairly blowing my head off — this and that and the other, 
m a pretty nearly nationalistic stram Even Maud said “Why, 
Frankie’s losmg his sense of humour ” I am bound to say that, 
beyond agreemg with Maud, I did not make much of that at the 
time It is only now — I mean, it is only smce — You don’t 
imagme I could have hurt him, do you> He and I have been 
spamng smce we were so high Still, there it stands he came 
over to England this time, after aU these years, without one word 
to me However . What about more coffee?’ 

‘No, thank you very much ’ 

‘What you probably need, hke me, is a decent lunch Mommg 
hke this takes it out of one, makes one think P’raps I see thmgs 
out of proportion? No, whatever you say, that was not hke 
Frankie —There’s another thmg I should very much like to 
know — what’s to become of the places’ 

Stella raised her eyes ‘It’s been left to my son ’ 

‘Indeed? Is that so •?’ Colonel Pole digested this slowly 
‘All the more pity,’ he said, ‘if that’s the way Frankie saw thmgs, 
that that boy of yours could not be here today.’ Cogitation 
appeared in his blue eyes, he eyed the heir’s mother with un- 
affected concern ‘A white elephant What will the boy do?’ 

‘As he knows nothing yet, I have no idea ’ 

‘The last sort of thmg that hts generation wants Myself, I was 
never happier than m the old days there, I can see that place 
today, every stick and stone But we’ve got to face it. all that’i a 
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thing of the past It’s bitter to me, all right, to think of Mount 
Morris going At the same time,’ said Colonel Pole, sternly 
raising his voice and squarmg his shoulders, ‘I advise you to 
advise the boy to get rid of it — sell outright, before he ties him- 
self up At his age, one has got to move with the times All that 
timber should go for a pretty price One thing he should do at 
once is, take the roof off the house, or they’ll be popping nuns 
in before you can say knife Tell him that from me ’ 

‘I will But he must decide for himself’ 

‘Well, to think. of Frankie^ — D’you know. I’d no idea he’d 
had the pleasure of ever meeting your son?’ 

‘They never did meet And Roderick never has seen Mount 
Morris ’ 

‘All for the best, no doubt sentiment won’t have to enter in ’ 
‘No, I suppose not,’ she agreed sadly 
‘Sentiment,’ said Colonel Pole, ‘is the devil Has made more 
mess of more men’s lives, if I may speak so plainly, than drink or 
women However, your young Robert — ’ 

‘ — Roderick,’ she impassively corrected 
‘I beg your pardon Roderick — he and his generation will 
have no use for that All they will want is to travel light After 
all, the future is in their hands ’ 

‘In that case, how can they travel light?’ 

Colonel Pole looked bafiBed ‘Well, they can have the future 
shall not myself be here to see what they make of it — Let’s see — 
you know Mount Morris, I fancy?’ 

‘I once did Victor and I were there for our honeymoon ’ 
He dared not decide whether her eyes, with their misted 
askance look, were those of the victim or of the femme fatale He 
did not know the whole of that story, and did not want to What 
one had heard was this — that about two years after her marriage 
Stella Rodney had asked her husband for a divorce. It could but 
be that there was someone else in her life, however, the injured 
Victor, up to the last quixotic, had let her divorce him. That 
injustice, crowned by her being given custody of the child, had 
1^ her for ever detestable to Victor’s family, headed by the 
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Maud Pole group Victor was understood to have worshipped 
Stella, how wrongly ^ Not long before their marriage he had 
emerged from the 1914 war with a wound still troublesome, 
shaken health — a man who called to be built up, and she had 
cast him down Her worthlessness had lost him wife, son and 
home Three weeks after the decree was made absolute he had 
died, in the place he had taken refuge, the house of a kindly 
middle-aged woman who had already nursed him durmg the 
war The sole satisfaction for Maud and the family had been 
this — that the unknown man for whose sake Siella had sacnficed 
Victor’s life did not attempt to claim her now she was free, 
therefore, there she was, living, one heard, with her son in a 
succession of little houses about the country on an income 
estimated by Maud Pole to amount to about nme hundred a 
year Beyond one rumour that while occupying a dower house 
she had been havmg a flirtation with her landlord, little more 
had been heard of her, good or bad All that, though ancient 
history, had been regrettably raked up by her appearance at the 
funeral, and today was very much in the air 

Colonel Pole, however, still could not but think it gallant of 
her to have come Having never, at least so far as he knew, 
found himself eye to eye with a femme fatale, he had no means of 
knowing whether he now did so Whether it was or was not 
imder the mfluence of the shock of Frankie’s death that he had 
to, could only, speak to her from the heart, he could not say 
She certainly was not barefaced — no longer meetmg her eyes he 
looked, havering, at the string of pearls round her throat showing 
no sign of age She was better than gallant, she was feeling, she 
brought grace to this sparse ignoble burying of poor old Frankie 
far from his own land It was outrageous she should have been 
left to Harrison He said ‘Well, if there’s ever anything I can 
do ’ 

‘What I am really dying for is a cigarette * 

Stella finished herself, m the view of all, by returnmg to 
London m charge of Harrison The Poles, she found, were 
travelling m the opposite direction, their homeward joumc) 
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would take them mto the Midlands She had gamed face, for 
the time being, from the length of her conversation with Colonel 
Pole, three or four more of the family, after that, had bowed or 
briefly spoken to her But none of the few who had bowed or 
spoken turned out, alas, to be catchmg the London tram, it was 
those who persisted m domg neither who formed, at the other 
end of the station platform, a close group m cblly talk As for 
Harrison, he had shot out of the hotel bar m time to catch up 
with Stella on the station approach, saymg ‘Good So we aU 
go the same wayiome . First smoker;** he asked, as the tram 
drew m 

She said ‘I’m traveUmg third ’ 

*Oh, come — for Frankie’s sake I think we blow the expense!’ 
In the tram he paid up the difference on her ticket — and, she 
saw, on his own ~ with the air of one gettmg value for money 
‘It’s not every day,’ he said, blithely shovellmg into his pocket 
the change from a pound note, ‘that one runs mto someone one’s 
been wantmg to meet I had rather hoped your son might have 
been on the party also — I expect he’d have made a pomt of 
that if he’d known I’d have hked to have met him Perhaps 
we might fix that up?’ 

‘Roderick’s always away now he’s m the Army ’ 

‘Lonely for you — or is it?’ Harnson said 
‘I cannot quite see why you want to meet him ’ 

‘In the first place, obviously, isn’t he your son?’ 

Seemg no reason to take this up, she busied herself with light- 
ng one of the agarettes Colonel Pole had transferred from his 
case into her own, Harnson’s case, whipped out just not m time, 
snapped shut agam like the jaws of a chagrmed crocodile 
‘And another thmg — or would this seem funny to you? — your 
son, to me, seems all that’s left of old Frankie ’ 

‘Oh*’ she said, far less coldly 

‘That’s how I see it At the same time, there’s somethmg else 
Ha-ha — now you musm’t think I’m going to be a nuisance! 
I really am anxious to get back that stuff of mme, wbch, as I 
t<dd you, they’ve got under lock and key with the rest of the 
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doings at his hotel Which could be quite a lengthy not to say 
tickhsh matter You know what they are, those lawyers don’t 
give a damn I imderstand that your son is residuary legatee — ’ 
‘But isn’t It the executors who would have access to Cousm 
Francis’s things^* You should go to them, surelyj»’ 

‘How right you are. And that’s where I shall go, of course 
But here’s where we come up against another awkward point — 
there is notlnng to show that the stuff ts mine Me just turning 
up to claim It out of the blue might strike those executors as a 
bit fishy, I wouldn’t blame them. I’d think it fishy myself Old 
Frankie would have vouched for me like a rajah — but then, if 
we got hm with us none of this would arise As thmgs are, you 
see how I’m placed? If your son could take me along and explam 
he knew me — ’ 

‘But Roderick doesn’t know you ’ 

‘Yes, but he would by then Or say you knew me — ’ 

‘I’m sorry, but that would not be true ’ 

‘Ha-ha — but we’re rapidly makmg it true, I hope?’ 

That she did not share the hope m any possible way she mti- 
mated — by leanmg absently back as he leaned ardently forward 
(he had secured for their journey two facing comer seats), by 
lookmg sideways out at the flymg landscape, by becommg too 
distant even to show surpnse After a curative mterval she 
remarked ‘I am not even clear what you left m Mr Morris’s 
room Goods, of some sort? Prospectuses? Samples, of any 
kmd?’ 

‘Good gosh, no — simply one or two papers ’ 

She, who was seldom as rude as this, said ‘Perhaps you’ve 
been writmg poetry?’ 

Focusmg upon Stella his not-qmte squmt, he rephed m good 
faith ‘No, that’s never been much my hne. No, this was simply 
something I jotted down, with a view to entertaming the old 
fellow You remember, he was a tiger for facts and figures ’ 

‘If you carry all that m your head, why not just jot it down 
agam?’ 

‘Well, It was my stuff partly, partly some stuff he gave.irie. 
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We swapped, then I worked the thing out to show him how two 
and two made four If you d care to hear the entire story, oflf 
we go — It was like this — * 

‘ — No, I needn’t trouble you Keep it for the executors ’ 

‘In that case, we’re back where we started ’ 

It appeared that they were Only one thing revived her they 
seemed to be nearing London Hoardings became more frequent, 
garden fences criss-crossed, rums began to string out along the 
mam Ime As the suburbs tbckened on either hand she felt less 
constricted, and bolder Though they were not alone she had 
felt gated off from their fellow-travellers by Harrison’s way of 
sticking a leg across, and, still more, by his fixmg forceful manner 
to her That this had not attracted attention she could not hope 
Soon now, however, should come Kmg’s Cross 
‘No, I can’t see how I can help you,’ she said firmly ‘I could 
only say you knew Cousm Francis, and after all, you can always 
say that yourself’ 

‘Oh, absolutely,’ agreed Harrison ‘Absolutely ’ 

‘I see It’s annoying for you ’ 

‘It could be more so ’ 

‘Oh?’ 

‘It’s put me into the way of talkmg to you ’ 

She raised her voice a frigid half-tone, to say 
‘I might write to one executor, whom I know a httle Also, 
could you not show them Mr Morris’s letter to you, making 
that appomtment you kept m London?’ 

‘That’s an idea, you know ’ He looked at her respectfully with 
both eyes 

At Kmg’s Cross she succeeded, or fanaed herself to have 
succeeded, m givmg him the shp He went ahead to try for a 
taxi, she made a loop through the crowd and got into the 
Underground She did not expect to have to give him another 
thought — after consideration, she saw no reason to mvolve 
herself in his dealings with the executors He did not know her 
address, her name was not m the London telephone book. 
When, therefore, two evenmgs later Harrison rang her up to say 
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now much he hoped she had got home safely, she was not so 
much annoyed as pomt-blani astounded Both feelings were 
cast mto the shade by what had become, by that time, her ruling 
worry — Roderick had been genumely put out at not having 
been told beforehand about the funeral she had never had any 
idea he could feel so strongly Not only m order to make this 
good but that she and he might have the necessary business talk, 
she took yet another tram on her next free day, to meet Roderick 
near where he was m camp Meanwhile, she posted to him the 
copy of Cousin Francis’s will he should have^time to digest this 
before they met 

Had he done so» The afternoon appointed found them face to 
face with each other across a teashop table Roderick, with a 
frown, unfolded the document, which had been a good deal 
thumbed His eyes ran down the typescript till they stopped at 
a line — ‘Look, this is where I want to know what you think 
When he’s said about how he bequeathes Mount Morns, the 
lands, the etcetera, etcetera, and so on, to his cousin Roderick 
Vernon Rodney, me, he goes on, the hope that he may care tn 
hts own way to carry on the old tradition ” — Why must lawyers 
always take out commas 

‘Because what they write is meant to be clear without them ’ 

‘Well, m this case it isn’t Which did Cousin Francis mean?* 

‘Which what, darling?’ 

‘Did he mean, care m my own way, or, carry on the old 
tradition m my own way»’ 

Uncomprehending, Stella returned her eyes to the cropped 
top of Roderick’s downbent head ‘In the end, I suppose,’ she 
hazarded, ‘it would come to the same thing?’ 

‘I’m not asking what it would come to, I want to know what 
he meant ’ 

1 know But the first thing is that you’ll really have to 
decide - ’ 

‘What should I decide? He’s decided It’s become mine * 

‘We must thmk what you’re going to do ’ 

‘But I want to know which he meant Docs he mean, tba*' 
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Vm free to care m any way I like, so long as it's the tradition I 
carry on, or, that so long as I care in the same way he did, Tm 
free to mean by “tradition” anything I like?’ 

‘There was another cousin of yours, Rodenck, a Colonel 
Pole, at the funeral, who said — ' 

‘Yes, Mother, yes, but never mind Colonel Pole What we 
must make out is, what Cousin Francis meant That might maW 
all the difference to what I do ’ 

‘One must not be too much influenced by a dead person * 
After all, one canronly live how one can, one generally jflnds 
there is only one way one can live — and that often must mean 
disappomting the dead They had no idea how it would be for 
us If they still had to live, who knows that they might not have 
disappointed themselves?' 

‘Is there any reason to think Cousin Francis did so?' 

‘He seems to have seemed, to most people, a disappointed 
man ' 

‘Cousin Nettie went off her chump, Ireland refused to fight 
But that's not the same as to say he let himself down — How- 
ever,' concluded Rodenck, folding the will and puttmg it back 
m the envelope, ‘let's leave that at that I've really made up my 
mind ' 

‘Colonel Pole seemed to think you really ought to think 
twice ' 

*I have ' 

‘Colonel Pole felt you ought not to tie yourself up ' 

‘Fred takes exactly the opposite view * 

‘You may not be able to go there for some time — it’s m Eire, 
you're British, besides being m the Army * 

‘I can't help that Mount Morns won't run away * 

‘But meanwhile the roof may fall m, or the trees blow down/ 
‘I don't suppose so,' the tranquil Rodenck said 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


W HAT the inheritance came to be for Roderick, Robert was 
for Stella — a habitat The lovers had for two years 
possessed a hermetic world, which, like the ideal book 
about nothing, stayed itself on itself by its inner force They 
had first met m London m September 1940, when Robert, dis- 
charged from hospital after a Dunkirk wound, came to the War 
Office The damage was to a knee, it had l^t its trace on his 
walk in an mequahty which could be called a limp, he was not 
likely agam to see active service That honourable queemess 
about his gait vaned at times he could control it out of existence, 
at others he fairly pitched along with an impatient exaggeration 
of lameness further exaggerated by his height The variation, 
she had discovered, had like that m a stammer a psychic cause — 
It was a matter of whether he did or did not, tliat day, feel like 
a wounded man Her awareness, his unawareness of that was so 
deep a component of their mtimacy that she wondered what, 
had they met before 1940, would have taken the place between 
them of his uncertain knee The first few tunes they met she 
had not noticed the limp — or, if, vaguely, she had, she had put 
It down to the general rockmg of London and one’s own mmd 
They had met one another, at first not very often, throughout 
that heady autumn of the first London air raids Never had any 
season been more felt, one bought the poetic sense of it with the 
sense of death Out of mists of morning charred by the smoke 
from rmns each day rose to a height of unmisty ghtter, between 
the last of sunset and first note of tlie siren the darkening glassy 
tenseness of evemng was drawn fine From the moment of 
waking you tasted the sweet autumn not less because of an acridity 
on the tongue and nostrils, and as the smged dust settled and 
smoke diluted you felt more and more called upon to observe 
the daytime as a pure and curious holiday from fear All through 
London, the ropmgs-off of dangerous tracts of street made 
islands of exalted if stricken silence, and people crowded against 
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the ropes to admire the sunny emptiness on the other side The 
diversion of traffic out of blocked mam thoroughfares into by- 
ways, the unstopping phantasmagoric streaming of lorries, buses, 
vans, drays, taxis past modest windows and quiet doorways set 
up an overpowering sense of London’s organic power — some- 
where here was a source from which heavy motion boiled, 
surged and, not to be dammed up, forced for itself new channels 
The very soil of the city at this time seemed to generate more 
strength in parks the outsize dahlias, velvet and wme, and the 
trees on which each vem m each yellow leaf stretched out perfect 
against the sun blazoned out the idea of the finest hour Parks 
suddenly closed because of time-bombs — drifts of leaves in the 
empty deck chairs, birds afloat on the dazzlmgly silent lakes - 
presented, between the railmgs which still girt them, mirages of 
repose All this was beheld each mormng more hght-headedly 
sleeplessness disembodied the lookers-on 
In reahty there were no hohdays, few were free however hght- 
headedly to wander The night behind and the mght to come 
met across every noon m an arch of stram To work or think 
was to ache In offices, iactories, mimstnes, shops, htchens the 
hot yellow sands of each afternoon ran out slowly, fatigue was 
the one reality You dared not envisage sleep Apathetic, the 
injured and dymg m the hospitals watched hght change on walls 
which might fall tomght Those rendered homeless sat where 
they had been sent, or, worse, with the obstinacy of animals 
retraced their steps to look for what was no longer there Most 
of all the dead, from mortuaries, from under cataracts of rubble, 
made their anonymous presence — not as today’s dead but as 
yesterday’s hvmg — felt through London Uncounted, they 
continued to move m shoals through the aty day, pervadmg 
everything to be seen or heard or felt with their tom-off senses, 
drawmg on tbs tomorrow they had expected — for death cannot 
be so sudden as all that Absent from the routme wbch had 
been hfe, they stamped upon that routme their absence — not 
knowing who the dead were you could not know wbch might 
be the staircase somebody for the first time was not mountmg 
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this morning, or at which street corner the newsvendor missed 
a face, or which trains and buses m the homegoing rush were this 
evening lighter by at least one passenger 

These unknown dead reproached those left livmg not by their 
death, which might any night be shared, but by their unknown- 
ness, which could not be mended now. Who had the right to 
mourn them, not having cared that they had hved» So, among 
the crowds still eating, drinkmg, working, travelling, halting, 
there began to be an instinctive movement to break down 
mdifference while there was still time The^wall between the 
living and the living became less solid as the wall between the 
living and the dead thinned In that September transparency 
people became transparent, only to be located by the just darker 
flicker of their hearts Strangers saying ‘Good night, good luck’, 
to each other at street corners, as the sky first blanched then faded 
with evening, each hoped not to die that night, still more not to 
die unknown 

That autumn of 1940 was to appear, by two autumns later, 
apocryphal, more far away than peace No planetary round was 
to bring again that particular conjunction of hfe and death, that 
particular psychic London was to be gone for ever, more bombs 
would fall, but not on the same city War moved from the 
horizon to the map And it was now, when you no longer saw, 
heard, smelled war, that a deadening acclimatization to it began 
to set in The first generation of rums, cleaned up, shored up, 
began to weather — in daylight they took their places as a norm 
of the scene, the dangerless mghts of September two years later 
blotted them out It was from this new msidious echoless pro- 
pnety of rums that you breathed m all that was most malarial 
Reverses, losses, deadlocks now almost unnoticed bred one 
another, every day the news hammered one more nail into a 
consciousness which no longer resounded Everywhere hung 
the heaviness of the even worse you could not be told and could 
not desire to hear This was the hghtless middle of the tunnel. 
Faith came down to a slogan, desperately re-worded to catch 
the eye, requmng to be pasted each time more strikingly on to 
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hoardings and bases of monuments • No, no virtue was to be 
found m the outward order of things happy those who could 
draw from some inner source 

For Stella, her early knowing of Robert was associated with 
the icelike tinkle of broken glass being swept up among the 
crisping leaves, and with the charred freshness of every morning 
She could recapture that 1940 autumn only in sensation, thoughts, 
if there had been any, could not be found again She remem- 
bered the lighmess, after her son had left, of loving no particular 
person now left in^London — till one mormng she woke to dis- 
cover that hghtness gone That was the mormng when, in the 
mstant before opening her eyes, she saw Robert’s face with a 
despairing hallucinatory clearness When she did open her eyes. 
It had been to stare round her room in sunshine certain that he 
was dead Something final had happened, m any case That 
autumn, she was living in lodgings m a house m a square raising 
the sash of her bedroom window — which, glassless since two or 
three nights ago, ran up with a phantom absence of weight — she 
leaned out and called to the square’s gardener, impassively at work 
just inside the railings with rake and barrow Had he, had the old 
man, any idea where the bombs had fallen last night? He said, 
some said Kilburn, some King’s Cross She shouted, ‘Then, not 
Westminster but he shrugged his shoulders, once again turned 
his back The sun stood so high over the opposite roof-Iine that 
Stella looked at her watch — yes, the sun was right, she had over- 
slept So far, nothing had happened to anybody she knew, or even 
to anyone she knew knew — today, however, tingled all over from 
some shock which could be the breaking down of immumty 
The non-existence of her wmdow, the churchyard hush of the 
square, the grit which had drifted on to her dressmg-table all 
became ommous for the Jfirst time More than once she reached 
for the telephone which was out of order Trymg to dress in 
haste m the bhndmg sunshme, she threw away any time she had 
gamed by standing still while something inside her head, never 
quite a thought, made felt a sort of impnsoned humming Could 
this nervousness be really nothing more than fatigue^ 
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More loss had not seemed possible after the fall of France On 
through the rest of that summer in which she had not rallied 
from that psychological blow, and forward mto this autumn of 
the attack on London, she had been the onlooker with nothing 
more to lose — out of feeling as one can be out of breath She 
had had the sensation of being on furlough from her own life 
Throughout these September raids she had been awed, ex- 
hilarated, cast at the very most into a sort of abstract of com- 
passion — only what had been very small indeed, a tom scrap of 
finery, for instance, could draw tears To be»at work built her 
up, and when not at work she was being gay in company whose 
mood was at the pitch of her own — society became lovable, it 
had the temperament of the stayers-on m London The exis- 
tence, surrounded by one another, of these people she nightly 
saw was fluid, easy, holdmg inside itself a sort of ideality of 
pleasure These were campers m rooms of draughty dismantled 
houses or comers of fled-from flats — it could be established, 
roughly, that the wicked had stayed and the good had gone 
This was the new society of one kind of wealth, resilience, living 
how It liked — people whom the climate of danger suited, who 
began, even, all to look a little alike, as they might in the sun, 
snows and altitude of the same sports station, or browning along 
the same beach m the south of France The very temper of 
pleasures lay in their chanciness, in the canvas-like impermanence 
of their settings, in their bemg ofF-time — to and fro between 
bars and gnlls, clubs and each other’s places moved the little 
shoal through the noisy nights Faces came and went There 
was a difiused gallantry m the atmosphere, an unmarriedness it 
came to be rumoured about the country, among the self-banished, 
the uneasy, the put-upon and the safe, that everybody m London 
was m love — which was true, if not in the sense the country 
meant There was plenty of everythmg m London — attention, 
drink, time, taxis, most of all space 
Into that mtimate and loose little society of the garrison 
Stella and Robert both gravitated, and having done so could 
hardly fail to meet They for the first time found themsejves 
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face to face m a bar or club — afterwards they could never re- 
member which Both were in their element, to which to have 
met instantaneously added more. It was a characteristic of that 
hfe in the moment and for the moment’s sake that one knew 
people well without knowing much about them vacuum as to 
future was offset by vacuum as to past, life-stories were shed as 
so much superfluous weight — this for different reasons suited 
both her and him (Information, that he had before the war 
lived, worked abroad, m a branch of his father’s or a friend of 
his father’s busmesg. accumulated gradually, later on ) At the first 
glance they saw in each other’s faces a flash of promise, a back- 
ground of mystery While his eyes, m which mirror-refracted 
hghting intensified a cunous blue, followed the one white 
lock slowly back from her forehead, she found herself not so 
much beginning to study as m the middle of studying this person 
— communicative, excitable — from whom she only turned away 
to wave goodbye to the friend who had brought her across the 
room 

That gesture of goodbye, so perfunctory, was of a finalness 
not to appear till later It comprehended the room and every- 
body, everything m it which had up to now counted as her life 
It was an unconscious announcement of the departure she was 
about to take — a first and last wave, across widening water, 
from a finer Remembered, her fleetmg sketch of a gesture came 
to look prophetic, forever she was to see, photographed as though 
It had been someone else’s, her hand up The bracelet slipping 
down and sleeve falhng back, against a dissolving background of 
hghts and faces, were vestiges, and the last, of her solidity She 
returned to Robert — both havmg caught a breath, they fixed 
their eyes expectantly on each other’s lips Both waited, both 
spoke at once, unheard 

Overhead, an enemy plane had been dragging, drummmg 
slowly round m the pool of night, drawing up bursts of g unfi re — 
nosing, pausing, turning, fascinated by the point for its intent 
The barrage banged, coughed, retched, m here the lights m the 
mirrors rocked. Now down a shaft of anticipating silence the 
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bomb swung whistling With the shock of detonation, still to 
be heard, four walls of in here yawped m then bellied out, 
bottles danced on glass, a distortion ran through the view The 
detonation dulled off into the cataractmg roar of a split building 
direct hit, somewhere else 

It was the demolition of an entire moment he and she stood 
at attention till the glissade stopped What they had both been 
saying, or been on the point of saying, neither of them ever now 
were to know Most first words have the nature of being trifling, 
theirs from having been lost began to have th^ significance of a 
lost clue What they next said, what they said instead, they for- 
got there are questions which if not asked at the start are not 
asked later, so those they never did ask The top had been 
knocked off their first meetmg — perhaps later they exonerated 
themselves a little because of that Nothing but the rising ex- 
hilaration of kindred spirits was, after all, to immortalize for 
them those first hours and even forward into the time when 
meetings came to count for too much to be any more left to 
chance, they were still hking each other for their alikeness* sake 
Into their attraction to one another entered theirjoy m attraction, 
in everything that was flattermg and uncertam There existed 
between them the complicity of brother and sister twins, coimter- 
part flowerings of a temperament identical at least with regard 
to love That imprecedented autumn, m which m everythmg 
round them feehng stood at full tide, made the movement of 
their own hearts imperceptible m their first weeks of knowmg 
each other they did not know how much might be the time, 
how much themselves The extraordmary battle in the sky 
transfixed them, they might have stayed for ever on the eve of 
bemg m love 

This had lasted up to the October mommg when Stella woke 
to the apprehension of loss, to what seemed the meaning glare 
of a day. Some submerged dream had accomplished work in 
the night, some experience, under the cloak of sleep, had had 
Its conclusion m that supernatural nearness to her of Robert’s 
face. Those were a senes of mghts in which one slept, if at all, 
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with an abandonment m itself exhausting, but no kind of sleep 
accounted for the distance she felt between herself and yesterday 
— and, indeed, between herself and today Nothing she saw or 
touched gave token of even its own reality her wrist watch 
seemed to belie time, she fancied it had lost hours during the 
mght, that this might be midday, the afternoon — her first act, 
as she hurried into the street, was to look about in vain for a 
public clock So arrested seemed the movement of everything as 
she went to work that she asked herself whether the war itself 
might not have sqmehow stopped? — she had spoken to nobody, 
since she woke, but the old mum gardener Nothing was im- 
possible— even so, she was late She halted a taxi and stepped m 

Ten minutes after she sat down at her table, Robert rang up 
they agreed to lunch together The restaurant at which they 
met most often was this morning, he was sorry to tell her, 
closed — the street roped off some nonsense about a time-bomb 
They would have to try how they liked it somewhere else To 
the place he suggested she, it happened, had never been its name, 
from being familiar in so many of her friends’ many stones, had 
come to seem to be over the borderline of fiction — so much so 
that, making her way thither, she felt herself to be going to a 
rendezvous inside the pages of a book And was, indeed, Robert 
himself fictitious 5 She looked back, on her way to the restaurant, 
at their short unweighty past The commissionaire set her 
spuming mside the revolving door, Robert, inside the foyer, 
started forward to meet her She was struck by his limp — a 
limp so pronounced today that, till he spoke, he seemed like 
some other man 

In a dazzlmg blend of sun and electric hght they sat side by 
side on velvet, backing on the wall The pusbng in upon them 
of the table by the waiter had been hke the closing of a gate, 
behind this there was something a little forced about their 
repeated, fleeting tummgs to one another, till the commg of the 
martims permitted Robert to frown at, finger his misted glass. 
He then broke out I’m very glad you are here I was certam 
somethmg had happened to you ’ 
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‘Why should it?’ 

‘Because that would be exactly the sort of thing that would 
happen to me ’ 

She did not know, for a second, if he meant her to laugh at 
this unusual travesty of a glum boy’s manner She stayed with a 
cigarette — which before he spoke he had been on the point of 
lighting — held to her bps, looking tentatively at him He kept 
his thumb on his lighter So m the cinema some break-down 
of projection leaves one shot frozen, absurdly, on to the 
screen 

Here was the face of before she opened her eyes Its fairness, 
not quite pallor, had a sort of undertone of exhausted sunburn 
To tins Impressionistic look of alightness, hair, eyebrows gave 
almost nothmg darker, and there was no moustache, the face 
had only accents of shadow The effect of his being m uniform 
was that the clayhke khab threw his features mto transparent 
relief, behind which they were at the moment possessed by ten- 
sion The most curious of the qualities he should have, candes- 
cence, was at the moment less from his eyes bemg turned away — 
their flame-thin blueness was missmg The prolonging of the 
refusal to look at her became more of an avowal than any look, 
the fact, for him, of there bemg nothmg more to be said set his 
mouth m a stone Ime which itself spoke 

To miss from his eyes, mouth, forehead the knowable un- 
guarded play of his nature was for her, for the first time, to be 
made feel its force In the unfamihar the familiar persisted hke 
a ghost — his attitude, the long narrow cast of his head and hands, 
his youthfulness — something moody, hardy and lyrical which 
his bemg some way mto his thirties had no more than brought 
to a finer point He was younger than Stella by five or six 
years 

The gilt-faced clock m the sunburst on the restaurant’s wall 
had, like others m London, been shock-stopped When she 
began to feel about for her gloves and he began to push out the 
table, their two wrist watches — which, m the time to come, 
were to come at some kind of relationship of their own by never 
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perfectly synchronizing — found it, respectively, to be a minute 
before and a minute after half-past two Half-past two of a day 
which, having begun late for her, finished late for them both 

Habit, of which passion must be wary, may all the same be 
the sweetest part of love In the two years following 1940 he 
and she had grown into living together m every way but that of 
sharing a roof Soon they could both conjecture the ms and outs 
of each other’s days, and of evenmgs which had to be spent 
apart they kmttedrtogether the stories when they met Counted, 
the hours of any week which were their own completely were 
not many, but those magnetic hours drew from the rest so much 
that nothing was quite lost, little had gone to waste His ex- 
periences and hers became harder and harder to tell apart, every- 
thing gathered behmd them into a common memory — though 
singly each of them might, must, exist, decide, act, all things 
done alone came to be no more than simulacra of behaviour 
they waited to live again till they were together, then took living 
up from where they had left it ofif Then their doubled aware- 
ness, their interlocking feelmg acted on, mtensifiied what was 
round them — nothing they saw, knew or told one another 
remained triflmg, everything came to be woven mto the con- 
tinuous narrative of love, which, just as much, kept gainmg sub- 
stance, shadow, consistency from the imperfecdy known and 
the not said For naturally they did not tell one another every- 
thmg Every love has a poetic relevance of its own; each love 
brings to light only what is to it relevant Outside hes the 
junk-yard of what does not matter 

It had been in the course of that first winter that Stella left her 
lodgmgs in the square and moved across mto the Weymouth 
Street flat There, the annoyance of the neo-Regency fallals was 
cancelled out by possessorship of the whole emptied house 
below them, from nightfall on after dark the stairs went up, 
flight by flight, past door after door of consulting-rooms m 
which there was now no one to snr or listen — silence, when she 
and Robert came back together, stood stones deep Repeation 
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gave increasing magic to those returns — to stepping over and 
leaving disregarded the letters on her door-mat, to the hasty 
blacking-out of windows already black with mght, to the bhnd 
course back through the dark m which Robert waited till her 
fingers found the switch of a lamp At the same time, no two 
meetings were ever quite the same 

Roderick, at the beginmng, had been the reason why the 
lovers did not move mto the same house — the mdifference of 
the embattled city to private lives, the exiguousness and vague- 
ness of everybody’s existence among the rums could, but for 
Roderick, have made that easy But by the time Stella’s son, at 
the end of a phantom ) ear at Oxford, was called up, she and 
Robert found themselves conscious of a submerged decision to 
go on as they were, for that ‘time bemg’ which war had made 
the very bemg of time War time, with its makeshifts, shelvmgs, 
deferrings, could not have been kinder to romantic love The 
two discussed any merging of their postal addresses not more 
seriously than they discussed marriage — happy to stay as they 
were, afloat on this tideless, hypnotic, futureless day-to-day 

It w^as more than a dream More, it was a sort of growing, 
smihng regard, a happmess of winch it seemed that the equih- 
brium became every day surer The discovery together, for the 
first time, of life was serious, but very much more than senous, 
lUummating, there was an element of aw^e Miraculously un- 
hindered, the plan of love had gone on unfoldmg itself, the 
testing time, ever to be expected, had never come There 
showed no sign of its commg until the Sunday when Harnson 
paid his evenmg call 

Roderick’s unexpected arrival at Weymouth Street, that 
scarred Sunday night, had had two effects Stella had hoped it 
might have — that of thrustmg Harnson from the immediate 
forefront, that of keepmg her parted from Robert just long 
enough for the fumes of her conversaaon with Harrison to have 
had time to settle evaporate they could not Then, at the end of 
Roderick’s leave, the atmosphere of the lovers’ next meeting, 
after what had come to feel like eternity, could not but banish 
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ajciything foreign to itself It was not till two or thxee evenings 
later, back m her flat again with him, that she remarked suddenly 
‘Oh, and there was not only Roderick last Sunday — that man 
called Harrison was here, too ’ 

‘Which man?’ said Robert unconcentratedly 
‘The one who was at the funeral ’ 

‘What, him agam? What a bother You seem to be stuck 
with him for life ’ 

‘One would think so London’s got too small — wherever 
there’s left to go to, Harrison seems to be ’ 

‘We’ve never run mto him?’ 

‘Never consciously, but he thinks he’s seen us He says he 
knows you ’ 

‘How I wish I knew him — but no, incredible as it may sound, 
I don’t think I know anyone of that name Chap with a squint, 
you said?’ 

‘Not a squmt exactly — more, it’s some way he has of usmg 
both eyes at the same time And he has a laugh * 

‘Odd However, it can’t be helped ’ 

‘What can’t be helped?’ 

‘My still havmg no idea who he is He doesn’t sound like 
anyone very special I know you said he wasn’t a commercial 
traveller, but I can’t remember what you said he was ’ 

*I t hink I just said he was not a commercial traveller Yes, 
he’s always about ’ 

‘Perhaps he listens for careless talk ’ Robert yanked himself 
out of the deep armchair to stand scrutmizmg some part of his 
reflection m the mirror over the fireplace ‘Don’t you agree,’ he 
asked, ‘it’s about time I scrapped this tie^’ 

She answered ‘Why — who’s been talking carelessly?’ 
‘Everyone, I imagine. You know how I talk ’ 

‘Only know how you talk to me I don’t count.’ 

‘Then why don’t you ask Harnson, smce we hear he knows 
me — Darling, it isn’t that I’m not mterested m your new 
friends, but I do wish you’d give your mmd to this ne question ’ 
He untied the tie, pulled it off and, havmg sat down agam, 
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examined it closely under a lamp, ‘A bit oflf/ he said, ‘honestly, 
don’t you think 

He passed It to her She said ‘Yes, perhaps a bit off * 

‘What are Harrison’s ties — nice?’ 

‘Don’t be perfunctory, Robert ’ 

1 am anythmg but For all I know, he may be perfectly 
fascmating That way of usmg both eyes at the same time - 
anybody would dunk, from the way you talk, you’d always hved 
with a Cyclops, or Lord Nelson ’ 

Frowning over the tie she said ‘Let me look at this 
properly . 

‘Yes, because this does matter ’ 

‘The thing is,’ she cned, kneehng by him with the tie m her 
hands, ‘that really I cannot judge any tie you wear. Just as I 
cannot judge How should I feel, for instance, if somebody 
tried to tell me somethmg preposterous about you?’ 

‘Or you wouldn’t simply teU them to go to hell — no?’ 

‘How should I even know if it were preposterous?’ 

‘Then you simply cannot tell me about this tie?’ 

‘Yes, I suppose you’re right, I suppose it must go,* she said, 
blindly playing it through her fingers ‘That is, when you can 
remember to buy another — unless you have another?* 

‘You look sad,’ said Robert, looking down at her face ‘What 
are you tbnkmg — “One tie nearer the grave”? Or has anybody 
been telling you I’m two-timmg?’ 

‘No Are you?* 

‘No For one dung, where would I get the time?’ 

‘Oh, Robert, talkmg of tune, when can we do what we’ve 
said we might do — go down and spend a day at your mother’s?’ 

‘My heavens,’ he cned, ‘when I’m only just back from there ^ 
Next time I go, we both might — if you still want to But on 
the other hand, why?’ 

‘Because, why shouldn’t we?’ 

‘There’s no objection, it’s simply that there’s no pomt The 
only possible pomt could have been my father, if he hadn’t been 
dead However, there the other two are, as you know, if you 
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want to see them — if you don’t mmd there being rather a fuss ’ 

^Would they not hke me?’ 

He reflected 1 don’t see why they shouldn’t, except that they 
never hke anybody No, I just mean fuss at my bnngmg anyone 
down You would not be you You and I are accustomed to 
make impressions unless you can rid yourself of the least ex- 
pectation of domg that, the day will be rather a flop — What 
have you m view down there — research? My case-history?’ 

‘Naturally,’ said she 

He reached ou^C for the tie, took it back from her, but at the 
same time said ‘Though, is there much point m my putting 
this on agam ’ 
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CHAPTER SIX 


T he visit to Robert’s mother took place some weeks later. 
It was an early October Saturday afternoon when he and 
she stepped out of the tram at a Home County station — 
while Robert, m a sort of rapid somnambuhsm, steered her 
towards a footbridge over the line, Stella kept glancing about 
at the other platforms, the shabby imtialled seats, rusting 
enameUed advertisements winch must have been here ever since 
Robert’s boyhood, and the new posters up to discourage travel 
Laudably little travel was on her conscience smee last May’s 
expedition to the funeral she had left London not more than 
once or twice This railway station made her thmk of the one 
at which she had waited with Harrison for the London tram 
The alikeness was less a matter of architecture (today’s being that 
of a different company, runnmg more decidedly to the Gothic 
and realizing itself m yellow rather than plum brick) than of 
position in both cases a high embankment, on which the station 
stood, intersected a sunk concentration of roofs and roads and 
trees, m which, lookmg down from the platforms, you saw one 
kind of pattern of English life at its most mcoherent and reassur- 
ing The platforms themselves seemed to bear the mark of 
breadwinners’ contented evening returns — /lerc no one did 
anything but keep house The two stations also, in Stella’s mind, 
became epitomes of the two most poignant seasons — m spring, 
m autumn everything telegraphs its mystery to your senses „ 
nothing is trite And more m these years the idea of war made 
you see any peaceful scene as it were through glass 
Only, while that day m May had been moody and overcast, 
this in October was elatingly sunny — and she was here with 
Robert, not Harrison 

They stepped into a taxi, which if not bespoken for Robert 
showed no surprise, and slid off down the station hill, passmg 
fronts of shops which also seemed to link up with the Tringsby 
country Holme Dene, Mrs Kelway’s house, was apparently 
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three miles from the station Stella, her arm through Robert’s, 
exclaimed ‘I forgot to ask you — what have you told them?* 
‘That we are coming down to go for a country walk * 

*If I had known, I would have worn other shoes Not that I 
couldn’t walk m these, but they look silly * 

Robert glanced without worry at her extended foot, saying 
‘Ernestine’s not so subtle as all that * 

‘But anyway, who will she thmk I am?* 

‘I think I have got it firmly mto her head that you are someone 
workmg in a go^Ternment office, and that we go for tramps on 
Saturday afternoons * 

‘So, what did she say?* 

‘She said, “You mean hikes’* What my mother thinks I have 
no idea we shall see * 

‘Does that mean we shall have to go for a walk?* 

‘We may be glad to — remember, there will be hours before 
our tram * 

The first intimation one had of approaching Holme Dene 
was a notice saying caution, concealed drive this projected 
from a ribbon of evergreens, above which rose some fine de- 
ciduous trees The trees, to be seen going back and back, gave a 
ground of depths of mterestmg shadow to the otherwise bald 
white gates, and also provided the only reason why a house 
should occur at just this pomt along the otherwise empty road 
There was no lodge but there was a letter box on a white stake, 
which seemed hardly less an accessory of the Kelways* gateway, 
and whose slight grm sull reflected Holme Dene’s tnumph at 
wresting this amenity out of the G P O Here Robert stopped the 
taxi and they got out, Stella having agreed that, as they had no 
luggage, there was no point m their chuffing up to the door 
A break m the evergreens of the drive allowed the first view 
of Holme Dene, across paddock and lawns The house, which 
must have been built about 1900, was of the size of a considerable 
manor, rose with gables to the height of three ample storeys, and 
combmed half-timbenng with bow and French windows and 
two or three balconies. The fa9ade was partially draped with 
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Virginia creeper, now blood red In the fancy-shaped flower-beds 
tmder the windows and round the sweep the eye instinctively 
sought begonias — one or two beds, it was true, still showed late 
roses, m the others, vegetables of the pohter kind packed the 
curves of crescents and points of stars Immediately round 'the 
beds the lawns had been mown m wavering stripes; one might 
guess by Emestme or the children A backdrop of trees threw 
mto rehef a tenms pavihon, a pergola, a sundial, a rock garden, 
a dovecote, some gnomes, a seesaw, a groupmg of rusticated 
seats and a bird bath Stella, who could not stt^p lookmg, could 
think of nothing to say, and Robert saw no reason to say any- 
thmg they thus were not mterrupted, though she was surded, 
by somebody’s shooting out round a comer of laurustmus to 
stand in the dnve ahead of them, laughmg heartily 
‘Why, hullo, Ernie,’ said Robert, ‘where are you off to nowe* 
Emestme answered ‘What’s become of the taxi?’ 

‘We sent it back ’ 

‘Of course, you have come to walk,’ said Emestme, looking 
Still better pleased by her mstantaneous grasp of the situation. 
She had swooped upon Stella’s hand rapi<fly, as though securmg 
a bargam, before Robert was under way with the mtroduction. 
‘Well, I must say,’ she said, ‘you’ve hit on toppmg weather. 
Not that there’s anything picturesque round here ’ 

Stella knew Emestme to be her brother Robert’s semor by 
about twelve years widowed, she was Mrs Gibb Between her 
and Robert came Amabelle, who, having marned mto the I C S , 
was now confined by the war to India Amabelle’s children 
were safe at Holme Dene, m the keepmg of their grandmother 
and aunt — these children, the Jokffes, a girl and boy, would 
presumably play some part m the afternoon Emestme’s own 
son, Chnstopher Rohm, was at Woolwich this autumn, quite 
likmg It His being Rodenck’s age, m the Army and also an only 
son, might, Stella had hoped on the way down, furnish some 
pomt of contact between the two mothers* face to face with 
Emestme, she now saw why Robert had been less optimistic. 
Eraestme’s features, which taken one by one might not have 
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been so very unlike Robert’s, were so arranged as to make her 
look rather like a dog Her face was long, her body short, both 
were lean Though standmg still for the moment, she vibrated 
with energy, seeming to be almost audibly ticking over Her 
being clad in the umform of the W V S added to her air of having 
been torn, or having on their account torn herself, from some 
vital war-time activity, but Stella guessed she would look like 
that at any time That she should have ever loved, married and 
borne a child seemed fantastic, she certainly gave the impression 
of being far fronr sorry to have got all that over In the look 
Emestme turned from Stella to Robert the absence of human 
awareness was quite startlmg, she might have been scanning a 
public notice to see if anything further ought to be done 
‘Well, Robert,’ she said, ‘you’ll find Muttikins m the lounge, 
though of course she’s been expectmg to hear the taxi ’ Picking 
her laugh up where she had left it off, she took it a few more 
notes up the scale, then, to Stella, remarked ‘We were only 
saying this morning, it took being shot in the leg to make 
Robert walk’ — Well, I have got to rush See you both at tea ’ 
Disengaging herself from their company with unnecessary 
force, Emestme shot onwards towards the gate, leaving them to 
pursue their way to the house 

Stella said ‘What was Emestme laughing at?’ 

‘Oh, she was just laughing ’ 

‘But she seemed to be laughing before we met her ’ 

‘Then I suppose she must have seen us first ’ 

Stella reflected, then asked ‘ “Muttikins” 

*My mother we call her that ’ 

The lounge of Holme Dene could be seen mto from the 
entrance porch, through an arch It had three sizable windows, 
but was so blackly furnished with antique oak, papered art brown 
and curtamed with copper chenille as to consume, with little to 
show, their light Some mahogany pieces, such as a dmmg-table, 
a dumb-waiter and an upnght piano, could be marked as 
evacuees out of other rooms, the grandfather clock, on the other 
hand, must have stood here always — time had clogged its ticfc- 
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mg The concentrated mdoorness of the lounge was made some- 
how greater rather than less by the number of exits, archways 
and outdoor views, the staircase, lit from the top and built with 
as many complications as space allowed, descended into the 
middle of everythmg with a plump In the evident hope of pre- 
ventmg draughts, screens of varying heights had been placed 
about Stella, keyed up to meet Robertas mother, did not know 
in which direction to look first a small bowl of large orange 
dahlias drew her attention, like an arranged decoy A silence, 
more than a sound, made her turn round qi^ckly — Mrs Kel- 
way, in one hand holding her kmtting, had already risen out of 
her chair 

Small, sizes smaller than Emestme, the mother reached up her 
free hand to her tall son’s shoulder, Robert bowed his head, and 
her lips just paused on his cheek, as though to endorse the kiss 
placed there many times already She said. ‘Robert . 

‘Muttikms ’ he a shade more lightly returned Then added 
‘Muttikins, this is Mrs Rodney ’ 

‘Mrs Rodneys’ said Mrs Kelway, tummg to look sceptically 
at Stella, after which they shook hands ‘But what became of 
the taxi 5’ she said to Robert 
‘We sent it back from the gate ’ 

‘Emestme had been hstenmg for the taxi, I hope she did not 
miss you on her way down the dnve?’ 

‘No, we ran mto Emestme — just a little detraquee/ he said — as 
though struck by this for the first time. 

‘It is Saturday afternoon,’ Mrs Kelway said She sat down 
s^am, m the armchair Stella should not have failed to see, for it 
was posted midway across the floor Was this position strategic? 
— firom It she commanded all three wmdows, also the leaded 
sqmnts m the mglenook Her crystal kmttmg needles went on 
flymg along — smoothly, lightly, apparently under their own 
vohtion ‘If I had not seen you come up the dnve,’ she said, 
*I should have begun to wonder if you had missed the tram ’ 

‘Mrs Rodney,’ said Robert, ‘likes to walk m the country/ 

Mrs. Kelway glanced for a moment at Stella’s feet 
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‘It IS so nice to be out of London/ said Stella ‘And I am so 
fond of autumn ’ Seeing no reason not to, she sat down 

‘Yes, today it is quite autumnal I seldom go to London 
during the war, as I hear we are asked not to travel for no reason 
Though I do not care for walkmg, I have always been a knitter 
And now, in addinon, my grandson is m the Army * 

‘Oh, and so is my son*’ 

‘I sometimes ask myself how long it will last ’ 

*Oh, come,’ exclaimed Robert, ‘the Army may not be much, 
but It should surely take more than Roderick and Christopher 
Robin to do it in*’ 

Mrs Kelway, without change of expression, said ‘I did 
not mean the Army I meant the war ’ Having watched her 
needles fly along half a row, she added ‘What do you mean by 
“Roderick”?’ 

‘Mrs Rodney’s son ’ 

‘Oh,’ said Mrs Kelway, if anythmg less genially than before 
Comedy, Stella understood, was to have no place m any kind 
of relation with Robert’s mother. She was now confronting, 
with a submerged tremor, with a momentary break m her sense 
of her own existence, the mimature dauntmg beauty of that face 
Mrs Kelway’s dark hair, no more than touched with grey, was 
of a softness throwing into relief the diamond-cut of her features 
The brows, the nose, the hps could not have been more relent- 
lessly dehcate, more shadowlessly distma. If Erme’s regard had 
held imawareness, her mother’s showed the mute presence of an 
obsession For, why should she speak? — she had all she needed 
the self-contamed mystery of herself Her lack of wish for com- 
mumcation showed m her contemptuous use of words The 
lounge became what it was from bemg the repository of her 
nature; it was the mdoors she selected, she consecrated — mdeed, 
she had no reason to go out By sittmg here where she sat, and by 
sometimes lookmg, by sometimes even not looking, across the 
fiirmshed lawn, she projected Holme Dene this was a bewitched 
wood If her power came to an end at the white gate, so did the 
world 


104 



she wore a grey woven two-piece, pre-war m quality as in 
style, softened off at the throat by a fold of net 
Robert remained standmg between his mother and Stella — 
who, looking up, saw his fair head against the glossy dark of a 
picture From his attitude, back to the fireless fireplace, and the 
easy turns of his mterest between woman and woman, you could 
have taken this meetmg to be of the most everyday Height, 
nonchalance, fairness he must have got firom his father — how 
much, that was savmg, else? He said ‘Well, should we be going 
out^’ 

Mrs Kelway said ‘Tea will be commg m ' 

‘Then perhaps a stroll before tea and a walk later?* 

When they were out of sight, or of all but psychic sight, of the 
windows, he said ‘She’s not really rude, more unconscious ’ 
Stella wondered 
‘Or don’t you agree?’ he asked 

‘Well, prmcipally, darlmg, she struck me as bemg wicked 
But you might not see that ’ 

‘Oh, I see it constantly ’ 

‘In London, you said she would make a fuss I do not see any 
signs of that so far * 

‘No, what I said was that they would make a fuss so far, 
you’ve been seemg them one by one, and neither my mother nor 
Emestme can make a fuss smgly As a matter of fact, my mother 
did make a demonstration, she told you a good deal about 
herseE’ 

‘Is that not usual?’ 

‘How can I say, really? Almost no strangers come here, and 
Erme and I and the chilien have already been told ’ 

‘So chiefly I was a stranger?’ 

‘Yes, you were largely that ’ 

Stella, glancmg across to the paddock occupied by a pony 
which took no notice of her, said ‘But where are the children?’ 
‘Saturday afternoon — but we ought to see them at tea ’ 

The children, Mrs Kelway, Robert and Stella were seated 
round the mahogany table — whose bareness had been teheved 
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by some mats, some plates, a japanned tray of tea things opposite 
Mrs Kelway, buns, a cut loaf, an uncut cake which had the look 
of being of long standing, and an mviting pot of damson jam - 
when Ernestine dashed in and began to saw at the loaf She then 
sent round the shces on the flat of the knife ‘Dear me,’ said 
Robert, having received his, ‘Mrs Rodney and I forgot about 
bringing our own butter ’ This served to draw Stella’s attention 
to the butter arrangements each one of the family had his or her 
own ration placed before his or her own plate m a differently 
coloured china shj?ll Today was the delusive openmg of the 
rationing week, the results of mtemperance, as the week drew on, 
would be to be judged Stella’s sohtary Londoner’s footloose 
habits of living, m and out of restaurants, had kept from her 
many of the realities of the home front for some reason, the 
sight of the coloured shells did more than anything so far to 
make her feel seedy, shady, though she could not but admire the 
arrangement as being at once fanciful, frank and fair She said 
hurriedly that she did not eat tea 
‘I would offer you some of my butter,’ said Ernestine, ‘but 
that would only make you feel uncomfy ’ 

Robert helped himself to a bun, which he split open in order 
to spread thickly with damson jam ‘Oh I say^^ expostulated his 
nephew, Peter, speakmg for the first time The girl, Anne, 
remarked ‘Do you do that m London? You must use a lot of 
jam, a most awful lot ’ 

‘Black market,’ said Robert, out of the side of his mouth 
Emestme’s laughmg off of this held a wammg note ‘Remem- 
ber,’ she said, ‘that we swallow everythmg whole I’m afraid we 
are rather a case of hero-worship ’ Anne, with her eyes down, 
angrily suffered a slow red blush The Joliffe children, aged 
about nme and seven, wore jerseys knitted when they were 
smaller: both looked downnght and self-sufficient A pmk 
plastic brooch representing a dog was pmned to Anne’s chest, 
Peter sported an armlet with cryptic letters Anne said ‘Uncle 
Robert, suppose you end up m prison P 
‘In that case, you’ll have to come and see me/ 
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This was going too far, Anne’s excruciating reaction strained 
the mesh of her jersey ‘We shall be having tears m a minute/ 
said Ernestine Mrs Kelway looked at the child reflectively, but 
did not find anything to say other than ‘If it’s not too much 
trouble, Grannie would like some bread ’ — ‘Oh, Mumkms, but 
didn’t I give you any?’ — ‘Not this time, Ernestine first I was 
pouring out, afterwards you were talking about the butter ’ Stella 
turned to Peter ‘Do tell me what those letters on your armlet 
stand for?’ 

‘Nothing you would have heard of,’ said»Peter shortly, not 
giving up his attempt to catch Robert’s eye ‘Uncle Robert, you 
didn’t save your taxi much petrol by getting out of it at the gate, 
It had to go on more than a mile down the road before it could 
turn, when it drives up to here it can quite easily turn m front 
of the door ’ 

‘I’ve already decided,’ said Robert, ‘to never do that agam * 

‘We have eyes like gimlets,’ said Ernestme ‘Peter, old man, 
you weren’t wearing your armlet outside the gate"’ 

‘We remained under cover ’ 

‘Under cover or not, you know what I’ve always said A 
game is a game, but this war’s really rather serious ’ 

‘Yes, Aunt Ernie ’ 

‘And ask Mrs Rodney if she would like some more tea If she 
says “Yes”, pass her cup, and don’t drop the spoon ’ 

‘Mrs Rodney,’ observed Mrs Kelway, ‘does not care about 
afternoon tea ’ 

‘Oh, but I drmk a great deal — of tea, I mean it’s a bad office 
habit’ 

Mrs, Kelway stared, m evident wonder whether bad office 
habits could be confined to this She then said ‘We now drmk 
tea only once a day, otherwise we might not have enough for 
guests During the week it frequently happens that my daughter 
has hers at the W V S , m which case, if it were not for the 
children, I should be tempted to do without mme Afternoon tea 
at this table does not seem the same to me, but the gate-leg at 
which we used to have afternoon tea had to be taken away into 
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the drawing-room to make place for the piano out of the 
drawmg-room when it was moved in here we could not have 
Anne practismg m the cold, she is hke her grandfather Smce we 
were told of the fuel shortage we have made a pomt of keepmg to 
this room, as the most central My daughter does not feel the 
cold, from movmg about so much that she seldom takes off her 
hat My son tells me that m London you would not notice the 
war, lamafraiditis far from the same here Previously, of course, 
he went through so much More than we care to speak of,* she 
added, looking at Robert 
Not looking at Robert, Stella said ‘I suppose so * 

‘Mum IS the word here,* added Emestme, ‘Isn’t that so, 
children®* 

Anne said ‘Uncle Robert is never so very particularly mum * 
Robert, trymg to kmfe the cake, said ‘No, no one can say I 
don’t come across The thmg with you, Erme, is that you never 
hsten There’s nothmg I could not tell you about the great retreats 
— You wouldn’t think it was time we bought a new cake?* 

‘But that one has not been eaten,’ objected Ernestine ‘I’m sure 
Mrs Rodney will take us as she finds us * 

‘Happily for Mrs Rodney, she does not eat cake ’ 

‘Goodness, why?’ exclaimed Anne, turmng to study Stella. 
‘Or are you always afraid it would make you fat®* 

‘Don’t say “goodness” to someone older than you, dear Mrs 
Rodney is free not to eat cake if she doesn’t want to that is just 
what I mean by the difference between England and Germany ’ 
Peter, wngghng mside his jersey, said ‘The Nazis would J&rcc 
her to eat cake * 

Mrs Kelway, whose distant ice-clear gaze had not left: her 
son’s face smce his last remark, said ‘But retreats are now a thmg 
of the past * 

The sun had been gomg down while tea had been gomg on, its 
chemically yellovrmg hght mtensifymg the boundary trees 
Reflections, cast across the lawn mto the lounge, gave the glossy 
thinness of celluloid to mdoor shadow Stella pressed her thumb 
against the edge of the table to assure herself this was a moment 
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she was living through — as m the moment before a faint she 
seemed to be looking at everything down a darkening telescope 
Having brought the scene back again into focus by staring at 
wmdow«reflections m the glaze of the teapot, she dared look 
again at Robert, seated across the table, opposite her, between his 
nephew and niece Late afternoon striking into the blue of his 
eyes made him look like a young man in technicolor That the 
current between him and her should be cut off, she had expected, 
dullness, numbness, even grotesquery she had foreseen But 
what could be this unexpected qudm as to the? propriety of their 
having come to Holme Dene» The escapade, bad enough in its 
tastelessness and bravado, had a more deep impropriety with 
regard to themselves Nothmg more psychic than Mrs Kel- 
way’s tea table, with its china and eatables, mterposed between 
them the tea table, however, was in itself enough The English, 
she could only tell herself, were extraordinary — for if this were 
not England she did not know what it was You could not 
account for tbs family headed by Mrs Kelway by simply saying 
that It was middle class, because that left you askmg, middle of 
what? She saw the Kelways suspended m the middle of nothing 
She could envisage them so suspended when there tuas nothmg 
more Always without a quiver as to their state Their economy 
could not be plumbed- their effect was moral 
Apart from the ambiguities of her tie with Robert, Stella at 
Holme Dene felt every one of the anxieties, the uncertainties of 
the hybnd She, like he, had come loose from her moorings, but 
while what she had left behmd her dissolved behmd her, what he 
had left behmd him was not to be denied Life had supplied to 
her so far nothmg so positive as the abandoned past Her own 
extraction was from a class that has taken an unexpected number 
of generations to die out — gentry till lately owning, still 
recollecting, land A handsome derelict gateway opening on to 
grass and repeated memonals round the walls of a church still 
gave some sort of locale, however distant, to what had been her 
unmarried name Havmg been bora to some idea of position, she 
seldom asked herself what her own was now — still less, Y^hat 
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position was in itself Mrs Kelway and Ernestine, on the other 
hand, occupied a self-evident position of their own 
Further reflections were cut short by Ernestine’s uttering one 
of her louder laughs This was her reaction to Robert’s having 
said that he knew Stella wanted to see the house But ought they 
not to be starting out immediately on their walk? No doubt, he 
rephed, but why not the house firsts But by later, Ernestine 
pomted out, the sun might have set, or at least gone in The sun 
was m no such hurry, maintamed Robert But dtd Mrs Rodney 
understand — at tks point Emestme turned to Stella — that the 
house, though antique m appearance, was not actually old? The 
oak beams, to be perfectly honest, were imitations And more- 
over — m case this hope should be running through Stella’s mind 
— Holme Dene was not, and never would be, to let Stella replied, 
she had not dared hope that it was In that case, contmued 
Ernestine — not, of course, that she mmded — why waste a fine 
afternoon? Robert, apparendy made mad, said Stella was inter- 
ested m interior decoration Upon which Mrs Kelway at once 
said ‘I am afraid there is nodung of that sort here Your father 
always liked everythmg plam but good In addition, due to the 
war the better rooms are shut up 
‘Then I shall show her my cricket groups ’ 

‘Dear me,’ tittered Erme, ‘won’t Mrs Rodney think you are 
very vam?’ 

‘Can we come too^’ cried the children 

‘No,’ said their uncle ‘Why don’t you operate on the lawn?’ 

‘But you might not see us ’ 

‘I might look out of the window ’ 

On the stairs on their way up to Robert’s top floor room, 
Stella said ‘You have made them think me frightfully nosy ’ 
‘Aren’t you> However, do stop thinking you’re making a bad 
impression, I assure you you’re makmg no impression at all ’ 
Robert’s room decidedly gamed by bemg an attic its wmdows 
occupied ample gables , the slants of the ceilmg reared round one’s 
head romantic tendake half-lights Agamst such walls as offered 
vertical space, imposmg mahogany furniture had been planted, 
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the unblemished veneer of all these pieces showed them to be 
testimonials to his matunty His reluctance to move downstairs 
from his boyhood’s den had evidently been seen mdulgently*" 
first-floor manly comforts had moved upstairs to him They 
mterspersed fictions of boyishness A ‘varsity’ chair was padded 
m fadeless butcher blue, a swivel lamp stood attentively at the 
chair s elbow, a hot-lookmg, new-lookmg square of turkey carper 
garnished the hnoed floor Glass cases of coins, birds’ eggs, fossils 
and butterflies that he must once have fancied or been supposed to 
fancy stayed riveted where they must meet ihe eye, silver and 
other trophies, on hooks or brackets, rose in a pyramid over the 
chimneypiece And somethmg was yet more strikmg — sixty or 
seventy photographs, upward fiom snapshots to crowded groups, 
had been done m passe-^partout or framed, accordmg to size 
and weight, and hung m close formations on two walls All the 
photographs featured Robert By himself or with friends, 
acquaintances or relations he was depicted at every age. 

*My dear Robert ’ said Stella, after a mmute’s silence 

‘I Imow ’ 

‘You never told me — You didn’t hang all these up?’ 

‘No — Though, as you see, I haven’t taken them down ’ 

‘Then your mother^ — Erme^’ With compunction she added 
‘They must really be very fond of you ’ 

‘Then you’d have thought,’ he said, ‘that they’d have wanted 
these downstairs No, they expect me to be very fond of 
myself’ 

‘All the same ’ She began to move round the exhibition 
which, whatever it meant to him, was a feast for her Reflecting 
on his last remark, she said ‘Yet I don’t thmk you are.’ She 
came to a stop m front of an enlarged snapshot of Robert, m 
tenms flannels, arm-in-arm with a tall pretty girl m a summer 
fropk ‘Is this Decimal’ (It was to Decima that he had for a short 
tune been engaged ) 

‘Yes,’ said Robert, glancmg over her shoulder. 

Stella, unhookmg Decima, earned her nearer to the light ‘I 
must say, I don’t see anything wrong with her ’ 
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"There wasn’t, she simply came up agamst what was wrong 
with me * 

‘I’m surprised, m a way,’ she remarked, ‘that they never took 
this down ’ 

‘There may be no other of me m flannels ’ 

She put the picture back on its nail, and again looked round - 
this time at the narrow glaaal bed, which, ends and all, had been 
draped m a starched white cover: m the neo-Sheraton book 
trough beside the bed the books gave the impression of being 
gummed togethes m some sort of secretion from their disuse 
On the high dressmg-chest, monogrammed backs of brushes 
stood high on their parchmg bnsdes Everythmg was dusdess, 
new air vnth all its penis came m now — he had opened a 
wmdow She exclaimed ‘Robert, this room feels empty*’ 

‘It could not feel emptier than it is Each time I come back 
again into it I’m hit m the face by the feelmg that I don’t exist - 
that I not only am not but never have been So much so that it’s 
extraordmary coming m here with you ’ 

‘But what were you domg then — and then — and them* she 
asked, pomtmg from photograph to photograph ‘Or at any 
rate, who was domg what you seem to have done?’ 

‘You may ask I not only have no idea now but must have had 
even less idea at the time Me clawmg at that fur rug as a decendy 
arranged naked baby seems no more senseless, now, than me 
smirkmg over that tournament cup, or m shorts on the top of a 
rock with Thompson, or outside the church as an usher at 
Amabelle’s weddmg, or collarmg Erme’s labrador, or at Kitzbuhl 
or with Deama or that picmc hamper or Desmond’s horse ’ 
* — Still, those must once have been moments ’ 

‘Iimtation ones If to have gone through motions ever smce 
one was bom is, as I think now, cnmmd, here’s my criminal 
record. Can you think of a better way of sendmg a person mad 
ehan nailmg that pack of his own hes all round the room where he 
has to sleep?’ 

‘Nonsense,’ she said, ‘they are only on two walls.’ 

‘What do you think they are up to, all the same?’ 
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Comfortably slippmg her arm through his, she said, ‘No, 
they’ve only made this room as though you were dead ’ 

‘Well, damn it, Stella, isn’t that bad enough^’ 

She disengaged herself to go to the dressmg-chest and pull 
open, by its firm knobs, one drawer she smelled mothballs and 
admired paper folded over the top ‘Socks,’ she said, looking 
tinder the paper, ‘beautifully put away Roderick could do with 
a little of Ernestine ’ She slid the drawer to, sighed, and sat down 
on the window seat, cushioned to match the chair One elbow 
on the sill of the open wmdow, she looked thoughtfully back 
down the room at Robert 
‘What are you really wondering?’ he said 
‘Whether I made you go on hke that at tea, or whether here 
you are always the enfant terrible^ what Erme did with her 
labrador, and particularly, what your father was like In the 
photographs with you how nice he looks ’ 

‘He was — Ernie’s labrador^* It died half-way through Munich 
week Those big dogs must be sensitive, what they don’t know 
they feel — the same was true of my father, m fact so much so 
that hts dymg was a crackmg rehef To me, that is Yes, look at 
all those pictures of me and him^ We were an attractive em- 
barrassment to each other — and, of course, in this house we 
were thrown very much together Somethmg was expected 
very often I did not know which way to look, and lookmg back 
I can see that he didn’t either, in fact I think I realized that at the 
time ’ 

‘So where did you look^’ 

‘No option on his insistence we were perpetually lookmg 
each other in the eye There used to be convulsions of awkward- 
ness when we literally couldn’t unlock our looks I suppose I 
could draw you a map today of every vem m his ins The jelly 
of an eye, not to spesi of whatever else there may be in it, has 
been unseemly to me ever smce — haven’t you seen how seldom 
I look m your eyes> — at them’s an entirely different thing Your 
mothy way of blinking and laziness about keepmg your eyehds 
open didn’t even so much attract me when we first met as 
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reassure me — I felt we had the same sort of prudery without 
your knowmg In my father it was impossible not to see the 
broken spring, or at least impossible for me not to Can you 
wonder I ask myself what did that to him — What’s the matter 
‘Nothmg ’ 

‘The less you say, the more you think,’ he said, walking round 
the room, stoppmg to stare at the cases of moths and coins 
‘However, I think you’d have liked my father There were his 
looks, and he could often take refuge from his humihations m a 
sort of digmty Y«s, if you, anybody hke you had loved him — 
but no, I cannot imagme any time when that could have been in 
tune, at any time I remember it would have been too late — and 
I can’t imagme from his pomt of view a more exposmg thmg to 
have happened that would have been the pay-off In all but one 
sense he was impotent, that was what came out m his relation- 
ship to me What I think must have happened to him I cannot, 
while we’re m this house, say He let himself be buckled mto his 
marriage hke Ernie’s labrador used to let itself be buckled mto its 
collar However . ’ 

*Is Anne like himj’ 

‘Anne?’ he said blankly ‘Why?* 

‘Your mother seemed to suggest she had had the piano for 
Anne to practise on moved mto the lounge because Anne was hke 
your father ’ 

‘Oh, yes, he was always trymg to pick out tunes, whereas 
Anne is learmng to play the piano properly but badly My 
mother’s non seqmturs do of course estabhsh connections one 
mightn’t see What else about him» He had busmess capacity, 
or we should not be where we are, yes, he could afford to retire 
comparatively young — m hopes of whatJ* He gave me the start 
he owed me, and put good round sums mto setdement for both 
the girls when they mamed Later the slump hit him through 
some mvestments, but thatnoteven badly He left mother enough 
to go on vnth as she always had ’ 

‘How much did he leave you?’ 

‘Ten thousand down, what my mother has remams at her 
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disposition, apart from this house, which if it should still be in the 
family at her death comes to Emestme and me ’ 

‘Why should it not still be m the famdy?* 

‘Oh, it^s for sale, you know It practically always has been ^e 
put It back agam on the agent’s books a year or two after we 
moved m Not that he had anything agamst it, he merely fore- 
saw that he would be wanting another change, m fact he had his 
heart set on a house called Fair Leigh outside Reigate, but nobody 
else bought this one, and meanwhile somebody else bought Fair 
Leigh I was born m a house called Elmsfieldciear Chiselhurst, 
and between that and this we lived m another house called 
Meadowcrest, outside Hemel Hempstead To your eye I expect 
they would all look very much the same, includmg, I imagine. 
Fair Leigh — though I never saw that, it remamed a dream ’ 

‘One would have thought that somebody movmg out of Fair 
Leigh would have been glad to acquire Holme Dene ’ 

‘Something broke down somewhere, we got caught short 
Either people no longer knew what was good for them or we 
were askmg too much money for too few bathrooms We 
would rather die than not sell for more than we gave It’s a 
slight, all the same, as you can imagme ’ 

‘But Ernie made such a point, just now, of saymg Holme Dene 
was not to let.’ 

‘She was perfectly right, it’s not to let, it’s for sale An 
infinite difference m prestige We suffer no annoyance, people 
stopped commg to see it years before the war, at the same time, 
we never speak of the matter even among ourselves because we 
feel so sore, this has been simply one more of my father’s mis- 
takes Or rather, that was how we used to feel now, fortunately, 
the war has saved our faces We always havehved uncomfortably 
m this house, now it is possible for us to make a pomt of domg so ’ 
‘All the same, how sad,’ she said, ‘how unsettlmg — surely? 
— I should have thought ’ She looked out of the wmdow, down 
at the betrayed garden, m which the gnomes, bird-bath and 
rustic seats now seemed to hover mdetermmately From this 
attic height you looked through the tops of trees, their illusion of 



forestlike density was lost, their thinning foliage stood out 
tattered against the sky There were no rooks Seen through 
transparent dusk the pattern of flowerbeds in the lawn looked 
impermanent, and those palhd roses seemed to have lingered on 
only because they were not only for this year but for this place, 
ever, the final ones ‘How can they hve, anyone live/ she asked, 
‘m a place that has for years been askmg to be brought to an ends’ 
‘Oh, but there will always be somewhere else/ he said easily 
‘Everythmg can be shifted, lock, stock and barrel After all, 
everythmg was br^iught here from somewhere else, "with the m- 
tention of bemg moved agam— hke touring scenery from theatre 
to theatre Reassemble it anywhere you get the same illusion ’ 
‘You’d say this was an illusion^*’ 

‘What else but an illusion could have such powers’ He made a 
movement of bitter carelessness — then, as though to narrow a 
breach between them, threw himself down by her on the window 
seat and picked her hand up A movement under the wmdow 
made Stella turn again and look down the two children marched 
briskly mto view on the lawn, looked up, then began to perform 
exercises ‘Oh, there they are,’ she cned, ‘and you promised to 
look at them ’ 

Anne’s and Peter’s knowmg the promise was being kept 
betrayed itself only by sterner effort, reddemng foreheads, set 
jaws, a fixed-eyed refusal to so much as glance at their uncle’s 
wmdow agam Prom above they looked hke galvanized starfish 
Stella, holdmg Robert’s hand below the level of the wmdow sill 
as they watched the performance, passed from wishmg he and she 
had children to wondermg what such children would have been 
like — ‘Don’t hold your breath^’ shouted Robert suddenly, at 
which Anne’s mouth flew open — she deflated, staggered, 
collapsed on the lawn gaspmg. Peter, however, went on and on 
till Robert said ‘That will do ’ Stella, feelmg somethmg to be 
owmg, clapped hysterically, till it became evident from every- 
body’s manner, mcludmg Robert’s, that this was uncalled for 
‘Oh, dear/ she said Robert said ‘Never mmd’ 

‘Hot, hot*’ puffed Anne, lymg plucking her jersey away from 
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her heaving chest ‘We were afraid you might have started out 
for your walk ’ 

‘But we would have done this anyhow/ added Peter ‘We*d 
said we would * 

‘We*d have done this before, only Grannie wanted us ’ 
‘Nobody can find the half-ounce weight off the weighing 
machine ’ 

‘She wanted to weigh the parcel for you to post m London * 
‘You’ll have now to have it weighed m London, she says ’ 

‘She can’t weigh it, now she can’t find tha^ weight ’ 

At the beginnmg, both children had been hampered by lack of 
breath, but by now, Anne havmg picked herself up, both had 
somehow got back to form and were standmg bellowing under 
Robert’s wmdow, lusty as carol-smgers They seemed better 
fitted for this than for merely speakmg both had been glum at 
tea There seemed so httle reason why this should ever stop 
that Robert and Stella found themselves constrained to imitate 
the smilmgly gradual disappearance of royalty from a balcony, 
or, better still, perhaps, that of Cheshire cats, leaving grms behind 
them on the air m the wmdow Intent on brmgmg this off, 
Stella was badly startled by Emestme’s burstmg mto the room 
behmd them, exclaiming ‘Yes, here you are^’ 

‘Yes, indeed, Ernie,’ said Robert ‘Why>’ 

‘I thought you must have started out for your walk, till I heard 
the children shouting, so put two and two together I must say 
I’m very glad to have caught you — Muttikms has a parcel for 
you to post m London ’ 

‘What on earth’s the matter with the post office here>’ 
‘Nothmg,’ said Emestme loyally ‘But of course it’s never 
open on Sunday, whereas m London they are ’ 

‘That is the first I’ve heard of that ’ 

‘Well, Muttikms knows some are And as you know, these days 
every moment counts I’m sure Mrs Rodney won’t mmd ’ 

‘I’d love to post It,’ said Stella 

‘But can all this not wait,’ said Robert, ‘till we’re actually 
starting?’ 

117 



*A / explained Ernestine, ‘there is almost always a rush at the 
last moment, m which one has no time to explain, and B , I 
always may have to dash off myself So I thought I had better 
tell you there’s been a small complication — we have been hunt- 
mg high and low, but alas m vain, for that little half-ounce 
weight of Muttikms’s little weighing machine, and owing to that 
she IS far from sure that she may not have understamped the 
parcel it is always so difficult to know As you know how she 
hates to be m anyone’s debt she is arranging to leave three pennies 
with the parcel, just m case, on the oak chest at the foot of the 
stairs If you find when the post office weighs the parcel that she 
has not, after all, understamped it, you can always give her back 
the penmes next time That is quite clear, isn’t it? — everything 
will be on the oak chest at the foot of the stairs, m fact, I am just 
going down to arrange about that now Now, Robert, can I be 
certain you won’t forget, or how would it be if I told the children 
to remind you^’ She sped to the wmdow and looked out ‘No, 
that settles that,’ she said, ‘they seem to have gone — however, 
they are probably somewhere else you can always tell them to 
remind you If you do so, be sure and let Muttikms know, on 
your way out, that you have told the children to remind you, or 
else she may be wondering She is m the lounge She will of 
course in any case be there to see you off, but one does not want 
her to have anythmg further on her mind — I don’t know of 
course where you’re planning to walk to, Robert, but if you want 
to get anywhere you should have started sooner, as it is you ought 
to start at once, or you will have brought poor Mrs Rodney 
down here on quite false pretences 

Stella said ‘It’s my fault. I’ve been lookmg at all these photo- 
graphs ’ 

‘Yes, quite a galaxy, aren’t they’’ said Ernestine ‘Robert has 
always photographed well, whereas my own boy Christopher 
Robin, unlike his uncle, flees from a camera at sight However, 
these in their own way recall the past — Crooked again she 
cried, dashmg to straighten several ‘Whatever have you been 
domg to them, Robert? — Did Robert tell you,’ she added, tum- 
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mg to Stella, ‘that this is my sister Amabelle, the children’s 
mother, just off to golf with Robert before her marriage? She 
has lost a good deal of weight since she’s been in India And 
that IS our father shortly before his illness he used to radiate 
energy and fun, although in some ways Robert takes after him 
And that, poor fellow, was my dog ’ 

‘Yes, so Robert said ’ 

‘He had wonderful faith in human nature,’ said Ernestine, for 
the first time colouring with emotion ‘Of course, he came to us 
as a pup, and I am glad to think none of us ^ver let him down 
I often think that if Hitler could have looked into that dog’s eyes, 
the story might have been very difierent — Hark, though there 
goes the telephone * Someone else after me 
Robert and Stella, havmg allowed Ernestme a considerable start, 
went downstairs Mrs Kelway looked up from her knitting in 
the middle of the lounge ‘You will not have time to go very 
far,’ she said Stella, picking up her scarf and gloves from the oak 
chest, saw the parcel with the pennies on it and held her breath: 
however, nothing further was said As she and Robert stepped 
out of the porch, the children came zigzagging round the 
comer of the house, trying to look nonchalant ‘Can we come 
with you»’ they asked 
‘No,’ said Robert 

‘Oh — Are you meanmg to walk through the wood?’ 

‘We might ’ 

‘The thing is, we are pretendmg that we have mined that ’ 
‘Then you can pretend we’ve been blown up ’ 

‘Oh,’ they said doubtfully 

The grown-up couple made off across the garden, Stella feeling 
guilty about the children, at whose faces she had not the heart 
to look back, and Robert limpmg 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 


R obert was due back on duty at nine o’clock they dined 
early m Soho, on their way from the station, then said 
goodnight at a street corner Stella walked back to her flat 
alone The country seemed to have followed her back into 
London and to be on her tracks like a disafifectmg ghost, undoing 
the reality of the city, around her the unsubstantial darkness was 
quickened by a not quite wind Shreds of leaves from the woods 
deadened the impact of her heels on the pavement, up out ofbase- 
ments came an autumnal mould smell, a loose gutter high on a 
damaged building now and then creaked overhead like a bough* 
All this, with the amputation of their goodmght as lovers, keyed 
up her susceptibilities to a pitch In the sky there was a slow,, 
stealthy massing of clouds she walked hatless, and once or twice 
a drop — smgle, sinister, warmish — splashed on her forehead* 
She was walking west, towards the tom pale late hght — this 
troubled lingering of a day that had been troublmg oppressed 
her, as did the long perspective of the extinct street that so few 
people frequented and none crossed Never never would the 
peace-time lighted wmdows and lamps of city autumn late 
evening have been more comforting Muteness was fallmg on 
London with the uneasy dark, here and there stood a figure 
watchfully m a doorway, or lovers, blotted together, dramed 
up into their kisses all there was left of vitality m this Saturday’s 
end 

She began to feel it was not the country but occupied Europe 
that was occupymg London — suspicious hstemng, surreptitious 
movement and leaden hearts The weather-quarter tomght was 
the conquered lands The physical nearness of the Enemy — how 
few were the miles between the capital and the coast, between 
coast and coast * — became palpable Tonight, the safety-curtain 
between the here and the diere had lifted, the breath of danger 
and sorrow travelled over freely from shore to shore The very 
tension overhead of the clouds nervously connected London* 
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with Pans — even, as at this same moment might a woman in that 
other city, she found some sort of comfort m askmg herself how 
one could have expected to be happy? 

Carrying the hat she had worn dl day, she had a finger of the 
same hand crooked through and cut by the strmg of Mrs Kel- 
way’s parcel Her finger-jomt dug mto the tight-bound softness 
of what could only be knitted wool She had charged herself 
with the parcel it was addressed, as they had seen m the tram, not 
once but three times over to Christopher Robm. ‘I may just 
remember to post it, on my way to work tomorrow you 
wouldn’t, I know Anyhow, the whole thmg only came up at 
all because Tm a woman ’ ‘And a mother ’ ‘I don’t think they 
noticed that ’ ‘Well, I warned you, didn’t I?* ^Yes, I really will try 
and post it — only do for heaven’s sake keep those pennies ’ ‘How 
you do hate pennies,’ observed Robert, neutrally jmghng them 
with his other change ‘All the same, there would have been 
much less fuss if you hadn’t tried to skid them What a fuss, any- 
way — do London post offices stay open on Sundays *»’ ‘I’m sure if 
your mother says so they must ’ 

She was by this time footsore She crossed Langham Place 
mto her own street here her step picked up as her eye ran ahead,, 
through the now less anonymous dark, to where her own door 
should be That she should seem to perceive a figure posted,, 
waitmg, that she should mstantaneously know herself to be on the 
return to a watched house, could be only another deception of the 
nerves She had so dissolved herself, durmg the walk home, into 
the thousands of bemgs of oppressed people that the idea of the 
Someone was, at its first flash, no more than fnghtful fulfilment 
of expectation Now her approachmg footsteps were bemg, 
numbered, no mstmctive check or pause m them went unmarked 
Her part — listemng for the listener, watchmg for the watcher — 
must be the keepmg on walkmg on, as though imperviously the 
actual nerved-up bnskness of her step, the tmgle up from her 
heels as they struck the pavement, brought back what seemed to- 
be common sense But, her very decision that there could not be 
anyone synchromzed with the evidence that there was — a match 
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struck, sheltered, then thrown away Tbs “■ for how could it not 
be a watcher’s object to stay obliterated up to the last moment? — 
was bravado, gratuitous Tbs was a sheer advertisement of 
impunity, tbs could not but be Harrison — for who else, by his 
prodigality with matches, m these days when there were to all 
mtents and purposes none, gave such ostentatious proof of 
^mside’ power? 

Havmg come mto mside range of the door and watcher, 
Stella sbfted her bag to take out her key Half-way up the steps 
she said over her shoulder, flatly ‘Been waiting long;*’ 

‘I fancied you should be about due back ’ 

‘You want to see me?’ 

‘I should rather like a word ’ 

He was up the steps, respectfully at her elbow, before her key 
had turned m the latch, he had slipped round the door behind 
mto the hall with the imobtrusive celerity of a normally outdoor 
dog Automatically she started up the familiar stairs m the dark, 
then turned round to wonder what he was domg Of course he 
would have a torch — the spotlight butterflied over the doctors’ 
letters on the table, poised itself, admirmg, on a mask m the plaster 
arch, then began to come after her, gam on her, up the stairs ‘At 
least one m the party ought to have one of these things, I must say 
I think,’ said Harrison He played the beam on her fingers while 
she unlocked her flat As they entered, he picked up, mside her 
door, the letters she always left lymg when she returned with 
Robert Nothmg could have been worse than coming home 
alone, even tbs, with its grotesque senes of variations on her 
returns not alone, was better Wbstlmg away to herself as she 
quickly blacked-out the wmdows, she thought — mconceivable, 
tbs being the same flat* Still feelmg notbng whatever, she 
switched on the lamps and fire She turned to find that Harrison 
had meanwble sat down He said- ‘You know, this is very nice 
I so often think of tbs place that, if you won’t nund my saymg 
so, now I feel quite at home ’ 

‘In that case, I should like to change my shoes ’ As she came 
back again through the door from her bedroom, now wearing 
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green mules, she resumed ‘iVe been in the country, as I expect 
you know ’ 

‘Making the most of the last of the fine weather?’ 

‘What do you mean by that?’ 

‘I say, making the most of the last of the fine weather?’ 
repeated Harnson with patience 

‘Oh You think it will ram>’ 

‘While I was out there just now, there were two or three drops ’ 

‘I felt one, as I was coming along ’ 

‘Yes, tonight one feels some sort of change qpmmg on Well, 
the rain falls on the just and the unjust, as they say, doesn’t it? 
Ha-ha ’ 

Stella leaning exhaustedly back m her armchair, feet up on a 
gilt-legged stool, rolled round her head on the cushions, unable 
to help remarking ‘That’s been the first time you’ve laughed 
tonight ’ 

‘I always rasp you a bit when I laugh, do I? Possibly I chiefly 
laugh when I’m nervous — this evenmg I can’t help feeling we 
understand each other You do, for one thing, somehow seem 
more relaxed ’ 

‘What I am is, extremely tired ’ 

‘Must have been quite a day,’ he said, nicely ‘How did it go?’ 

‘I have no idea Why?’ 

‘Look, if you feel done in, you don’t have to talk I’d be 
always happy simply sitting around ’ 

‘Do you often do that^’ 

‘I am so seldom here ’ 

‘One thing — is this your evenmg off?’ 

‘I don’t quite — ’ 

‘Is this business or pleasure?’ 

Harrison, with the extreme tip of his tongue, touched his 
upper lip under the short moustache He sat planted well forward 
m his armchair — which, like so many third armchairs m a room 
m which normally only two mtimate people sit, was a stranded 
outpost some way away down the carpet, and was turned towards 
hers (which faced towards Robert’s, empty) at a tentative angle 
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which he had not changed So placed, he viewed nothing but 
Stella’s profile, unless he could provoke her to turn her head 
It had been while in profile, and even more negligently and 
parenthetically than usud, that she had put the question — how- 
ever, a moment later she did look round at him, as though all the 
same waiting for some reply He exposed to her nothing but his 
forehead, frowning down at the carpet between his knees he 
began pushing one fist, dubiously, at no very great pressure, into 
the palm of the other hand By continumg never to raise his 
eyes he convey ed^the impression of being as much embarrassed, 
on her behalf, as saddened by her awkwardness It was regretfully 
that he at last said 1 should have thought, you know, that you 
ought to know ’ 

‘Then I must be stupid tbs evenmg You’d better talk to me 
Tell me what else I have been domg ’ 

Harrison s grm at that was so unequivocal that she could only 
hke him Swifdy he rumed that — ‘One thmg one can see 
you’ve been domg, Stella you’ve thought tbngs over.’ 

She put up a hand between a lamp and her eyes 

He added ‘Don’t mmd me calhng you by your Christian name?’ 

‘Thought what overe’ 

‘Your and my talk ’ 

She flashed out ‘When and if I ever do think of that, it’s to be 
all the more certam I must have dreamed it^’ 

‘Still, there are dreams one checks up on, even so, don’t you 
think? I mean, if I’d seemed to dream I saw a chap at the foot of 
my bed gomg though my pockets. I’d take a look through my 
pockets first thmg next mommg Who wouldn’t? You would 
The devil, of course, would be, what exacdy had I had m my 
pockets the mght before? It’s queer how a thmg comes poppmg 
back and back to one’s mmd — something gone, but one cannot be 
sure what ’ 

‘I never have dreams like that ’ 

‘No, exactly — you and I both know dam well there are no 
dreams like that If a thmg looks to have happened, twenty to one 
It did It’s sheer stallmg to say a thing’s “unlikely”, it’s either 
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downright impossible or it^s a fact, to prove Alternatively, what 
may look and smell like a fact still stands to be proved impossible, 
of course that could happen That’s the way you’re determined 
this thing is to work out — or isn’t it? For you, it’s a case of my 
word agamst your — er, ideas How about those ideas of yours, 
all the same? If you want to know how I know you’ve been 
thinking things over, all I say is, look at the way you’ve been 
checking up ^ It’s funny, you know m reverse you work just the 
way I would If it bores you to go back over the last month, just 
take today, for mstance Today you did exaqytly what I should 
have done in your place ’ 

‘You flatter me, but still I don’t imderstand ’ 

‘Went to look at the first place where rot could start Mmd, I 
wouldn’t dream of asking you what you found ’ 

‘You could see for yourself— or perhaps you already have? 
It’s not a long run by train ’ 

‘Oh, It’s not the time,’ said Harrison simply ‘Nor is it purely 
the fact that I’ve got all I want already, m general, I’m all for one 
final look round No, it’s more, to put the thing in a nutshell, 
that I’m not a woman You would naturally bark up that tree,. 
I bark up others One can assume m most cases, and most of all, 
of course, m a case like this, that there’s something up more than 
one tree the question is, which tree to bark up first? That depends 
on what type one is oneself All trees being equal, my choice 
wouldn’t be yours No, all I say is, you’ve done what I’d have 
done in your place ’ 

‘Spied round a home?’ 

‘Your being a woman,’ said Harrison somewhat regretfully,, 
‘cuts both ways I can’t tell you anything you don’t know 
already, and you don’t like me to tell you what you don’t like 
knowmg Whether you want to or not, you don’t miss a thing — 
except, if I may say so, what’s right under your nose The other 
evening, that Sunday, last time I dropped in here, I put it up to 
you that such-and-such was the situation you virtually told me to 
go to hell, but not absolutely I rather took it you’d rather leave 
the thing in the air Absolutely it’s been the same to me to leave 
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the thing m the air for the time bemg, though not of course 
mdefimtely If your idea was that the thing would cool off, that 
has not been the case ’ 

1 was not hoping not to see you again I mean, I expected you 
would be coming round ’ 

‘Quite so And as you see, here I am * 

‘Yes’ 

‘I however have made a pomt of not crashing m ’ 

‘I have not said anythmg to Robert — apart from asking 
whether he knew ^ou ’ 

‘I’d have been very much surprised if he’d said he did m pomt 
of actual fact I don’t think he does No, I may tell you it’s 
been evident nobody’s put the wmd up him so far — everything’s 
gone on takmg its normal course Only, you re not as natural on 
the telephone at nights as you used to be Anybody would think 
you thought his line was tapped ’ 

‘Would they? So that is what you do m the evenings?’ 

‘And how have you got along with that other check up — on 
me?’ 

‘Not very far, as you may have guessed ’ 

‘Quite an amount of people, as I did warn you, have genuinely 
no idea who I am — What,’ he asked, following her with his eyes, 
‘are you looking for» Can I get you anythmg 
‘Yes will you bring me a glass of milk^ The bottle’s in the 
refngerator m the kitchen ’ As he sprang from the chair with an 
alacrity which sent it careering back on its castors, she threw m 
‘You don’t drink milk, I expect?’ 

‘WeU, I’m not keen In fact, if you ever felt any kind of 
shortage I could drop you a bottle round every other day — To 
the right, out here?’ 

‘Second door the first is the bathroom ’ 

Left like this in the room with the empty chairs, she took the 
opportunity to breathe Harrison became nothing more than 
a person she had for the moment succeeded m getting rid of 
She looked from the armchair proper to Robert to the armchair 
commandeered by Harrison, but found herself thmkmg of neither 

126 



of these — of, rather, Victor, her vanished husband Why of 
Victor now? One could only suppose that the apparently for- 
gotten beginning of any story was unforgettable, perpetually one 
was subject to the sense of there having had to be a beginning 
somewhere Like the lost first sheet of a letter or missing first 
pages of a book, the begmmng kept on suggesting what must 
have been its nature One never was out of reach of the power of 
what had been wntten first Call it what you liked, call it a mis- 
carried love. It imparted, or was always ready and liable to 
impart, the nature of an alternative, attempted recovery or 
enforced second start to whatever followed The beginning, in 
which was conceived the end, could not but continue to shape 
the middle part of the story, so that none of the realizations along 
that course were what had been expected, quite whole, quite 
final That first path, taken to be a false start — who was to know, 
after all, where it might not have led^^ She saw, for an instant, 
Rodericks father’s face, its look suspended and non-committal 
In this room, m which love in the person of Robert had been so 
living, this former face had not shown itself till tonight — now, 
she was penetrated not only by as it were first awareness of 
Victor’s death but by worse, by the knowledge of his having been 
corrupted before death by undomgs and demals of all love She 
had had it m her to have been an honest woman and borne more 
children, she had been capable of more virtue than the succeeding 
years had left her able to show Her young marriage had not 
been an expenment, it is the young who cannot afford to 
experiment — everythmg is at stake The time of her marriage 
had been a time after war, her own desire to find herself in some 
embrace from life had been universal, at work m the world, the 
time whose creature she was For a deception, she could no more 
blame the world than one can blame any fellow-sufferer in these 
last twenty of its and her own years she had to watch in it 
what she felt in her — a clear-sightedly helpless progress towards 
disaster The fateful course of her fatalistic century seemed 
more and more her own together had she and it arrived at the 
testing extremities of their noonday Neither had lived before 
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, The reappearance of Harrison with the glass of milk reminded 
her that her own extremity was m this being bargained for The 
situation was such-and-such, as he indeed said 

To make room for the glass on the little table beside her, he 
had to shift Mrs Kelway’s parcel — ‘Neat little affair, your 
kitchen,’ he remarked absently, meanwhile stooping to read the 
three-times-written address 

She volunteered ‘Yes, that is for a nephew of Robert’s His 
grandmother, I mean to say Robert’s mother, wants it posted 
from here, from feondon, tomorrow, Sunday She says we have 
post offices which keep open ’ 

‘It’s amazing what these old women know ’ 

‘Yes’ 

‘Would you like me to take charge of this>* 

‘Post It? — oh, thank you, that would be one thing less But it 
IS really important you won’t forget it»’ 

‘Practically everything is important,’ replied Harrison, going 
to put the parcel beside his hat Stepping between or over the 
smaller furniture, he made her think of that first day at the 
funeral, when she had turned to see him so far behind her 
steppmg over the graves 

'You must have had a mother she said suddenly, looking at 
him over the glass of milk 
He seemed nonplussed but gratified ‘More or less ’ 

‘Oh? — who was she?’ 

He thought ‘She was a South African ’ 

‘What became of her?’ 

‘She cleared out ’ 

‘Were you sorry?’ 

‘I was m Sydney ’ 

‘What were you doing there? - You’re not an Australian, are you? 
‘That would be a long story,’ said Harnson, sitting down with 
the evident intention of not telling it ‘Milk all right?’ he said 
ardently, eyes upon her 

‘Perfectly why?’ she said ‘Did you put anything m it?’ 

‘Oh, I say — corae^’ 
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‘By the way, did you get those papers back>’ 

‘Which?’ 

‘Those papers of yours that got locked up with Cousin 
Francis’s things You told me they were important ’ 

‘Oh, those Oh yes, that was all fixed up ’ 

‘Yes, I imagme you knew it would be — if, mdeed, there ever 
were any papers You wanted to get to know me for quite a 
different reason * 

Harrison took this well ‘Look, let’s,’ he winnmgly said, ‘just 
say I was killmg two birds with the same Stone Though, I 
wouldn’t want you to take me up wrong m one way, I had 
qmte a genmne feehng for old Frankie I might not, I admit, have 
crashed that party just for that reason. I’ve got too much to do ’ 
Stella now put down the empty milk glass, brought a mirror 
out and dabbed her mouth with a handkerchief ‘Odd,’ she said, 
‘that I should have turned up m two different stones Didn’t 
you think that odd^^’ 

‘Yes, It did rather strike me as a comadence But it’s amazmg 
how often that sort of thing does happen ’ 

‘Must be convenient, too ’ 

‘But then as agamst that, there’s so often a catch m thmgs. 
One has got to allow for that The trouble can be, how to allow 
enough — in this case, what’s thrown me out was your tummg 
out to be you ’ 

‘I was bound to be someone * 

‘Ha-ha, yes But you didn’t have to be someone to that 
extent You had, of course, origmally come m under the 
regulation check-up — woman or moneys — m gettmg the lay- 
out of this whole affair And in view of whom you are most 
often aroimd wtth^ I of course had often seen you around. 
Frankly, after the showmgs of the check-up, I wrote you off, 
crossed out ^^cherchez la femme ^ and switched to money I’d 
made the switch, I may tell you, some weeks before we buned 
the old boy In fact, I had made that switch long enough ago 
to have found that there wasn’t anything along that hue, either 
No, I appeared to be up agamst sheer kmk ’ 
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‘what kink?’ 

‘There I’d thought you might help me ’ 

‘Why should you want to know why a thmg is done? You, I 
mean — you m your hne of busmess* The “what” and “how” I 
can see, but where docs the “why” come m?’ 

‘Early on,’ said Harnson keenly, ‘qmte near the start There’s 
a stage where it can be useful to get your “why” The “why” 
may just tip the likely up to the certain Not to speak of the fact 
that I have known cases where the “why” and “how” mterlock 
— if a chap’s doifig what he does for a particular reason, he’s 
hkely to do what he does m a particular way In this case we 
have a chap, and a mce chap, selhng his country Now a nice 
chap’s not likely to do that for no reason — ’ 

‘ — Why would you, for mstance?’ 

‘That would rather depend ’ He reflected, hghtmg a cigar- 
ette ‘Anyhow, I am not such a mce chap But mmd you. I’ve 
been speaJong of anaent history, of last May, around that time 
of the funeral Then, 1 was stiU rather beatmg about the bush 
havmg elimmated women and money, the psychological angle 
looked hke my only hope Frankly, at that time it was my object 
to meet you, date up, have a dnnk or two, chat 
‘As mdeed we did ’ 

‘As we did do durmg the summer — and see whether you 
might not throw some hght on him Once at ease, the majority 
of women are far from cagey on the subject of any chap they’re 
keen on, and they’ve no idea what’s important m what they say 
So, therefore, that was my first idea ’ 

‘Did It not work®’ 

‘Pomt was, that it ceased to matter whether it worked or not. 
Things, as they can do, took an unforeseen turn Go right out 
on one thmg, I’ve often found, and immediately somethmg else 
opens up I should say that this was a case of that I more or less 
stumbled on to somethmg that gave me all J wanted, as to our 
friend, conclusive That was, therefore, that I cannot say I was 
sorry to scrap psychology ’ 

‘The “why” is no longer the question^’ 
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He made a pat little gesture of wiping out ‘Unless, of course, 
he added, ‘you feel that’s over to you»* 

Stella moved, she switched on one more bar of the electric 
fire She checked or attempted to hide a shiver by wrapping her 
arms closely across her breast having reflected a moment in this 
attitude, she asked ‘Then, if you had not contrived to meet me 
when you did, it would not still have been necessary for you to 
meet me now?’ 

‘Actually,’ he had to admit, ‘not ’ 

‘What a pity, then ’ 

‘What’s a pity?’ 

‘Why, that we ever did meet ’ 

He deliberated ‘I would not call it that, though there have 
been times when I’ve called it the very hell * 

'You have called it that?’ In her chair an image of amazement 
pivoted round to face him For a moment Harrison eyed the 
image — its sculpted erectness, breastplate of arms, eyes from 
which the pupils stood out as though painted Then, pressmg 
down his palms on the arms of his chair, he propelled himself 
out of It, to stand up harshly No more, for him, those insidious 
pink sprmgy depths — he repudiated the pretty dream of the 
room No longer a person to be becalmed or side-tracked, he 
comprehended Stella m his outsider’s glance at the lit up or 
shadowy trifles round him They might not be hers, but she 
had, stiU, employed them He burst right out of the picture — 
‘Yes, It has been the hell for me what do you suppose?’ 

She had her own kind of violence ‘You did not have to! 
You did not have to dog me — to gnaw and nibble round the 
edge of my summer, to loom and gloom ^ It has been detestable, 
because it has been unnatural, ever smee last May You forced 
that meetmg now you complain that it had, after all, no point. 
It IS nothing to you that I’ve been annoyed for nothing? Now 
you come round and waste my time by telling me I waste yours. 
That’s your affair You did not have to — ever ’ 

‘The not having to, but the all the same having to — that’s 
what has been the hell^’ 
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^There was no compulsion * 

This time, he stared ‘Then what do you think there wase 
YouVe never calculated, or you would Imow Know what it 
feels like when anything shps up Haywire I calculate — that^s 
my life It’s not what I’ve done I’ve liked — it’s all one to me 
what I do — It’s domg it, that’s what has been the thmg You 
can’t have any idea how you’ve split that up Your summer — 
what about mine? Month after month of chargmg up, tickmg 
over, getting no place — stuck I’m not made for that sort of 
dung, I’ve got no^time for it ’ 

‘You’ve got no time for me, then/ 

‘I said I’d got no time for this ’ 

‘But a woman takes time I could take twice the time you’ve 
got’ 

‘In that case I should be twice the man ’ 

‘That would still be nothmg to me ’ 

‘You have never tried It’s funny, you don’t hsten to what I 
say, yet m spite of that I can feel us getting to know each other 
You and I are not so unlike — yes, it’s funny ’ 

‘Why? Below one level, everybody’s horribly ahke You 
succeed m makmg a spy of me ’ 

Harnson jibbed, or else winced He touched his tie, made a 
jerky involuntary movement of the head She thought, prudery 
— but It could have passed for feehng What had she said? It did 
not seem to her worse, more excruciatmg, than anything else he 
had forced her to say so fer, yet here he was all at once behaving 
with the defencelessness of a stncken person She had gone too 
far, too far, what she had said had had the effect, even, of driving 
him from her physically He walked away, broke away, to 
one of the windows He stood by the wmdow headed mto the 
curtain like an animal bhndly wantmg to get out of a room. 

She recrossed her feet on the stool, leaned further back, closed 
her eyes, m the attitude of a woman so tired out as no longer to 
be responsible for anythmg. 

‘What’s happened?’ she finally hghtly asked. 

Up mumbled ‘Think it’s begun to ram ’ 
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‘Oh? See’ 

Harrison parted the curtains with his thumb and edged 
between them, they swung into place behmd him The window 
embrasure was deep, nothing showed there was a person in there 
at all It occurred to Stella that any night anybody could have 
stood hidden m there, listening She heard him run the blind 
up, throw up the sash as far as it would go an outdoor breath 
swelled the curtains, sifting round them damply into the room. 
She raised her head to hsten, but heard no ram -- heard nothing: 
the silence could not have been more complete if Harrison had 
walked straight on out of the window 
She got up and went after him through the curtains Ram 
was to be seen glintmg m the hght she let through behmd 
her, behind the fine fall was the sighing darkness. ‘Mind,* he 
said sharply, ‘careful* Either come through or go back * 

She stayed where she was, letting go the curtains, glad to 
be walled away by them from that haunted room Assuagmg 
blankness out of the open window began to enter her through 
the eyes The embrasure felt like a balcony, one stood projected, 
high up, mto the unseen unsoundmg sentient world of ram. 
Nothmg more than an mtimation was in the dark air, the fall’s 
softness vicariously was to be felt on the roofs around, in the 
streets below Only by the smell of refreshed stone was one to 
know that this ram fell on a city The mght was neither warm 
nor cold, it belonged to no season, it was a mght of ram. 

Since how long — how long had it been rammg!* An hour ago, 
perhaps, what had been being said had become not necessary; 
the raspmg wordy battle might have been quieted before now, 
London itself gave out the feelmg of havmg been alleviated for 
some time, nothmg went on out there but that lullmg fall and 
that sighmg silence, imder the breast of which late-night traflSc 
only gave out a stifled deeper sigh The total dark of the city 
became tomght as unprecautionary, natural as that of rocks, 
woods and hills on which elsewhere ram fell The peacefulness 
of this outcome of the late evenmg’s tense massed warlike clouds 
was the one thmg astomshing* now m eflfect the war became as 
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unmeaning as the quarrel, two persons speechlessly at a window 
became as anonymous as the city they overlooked These two, 
though fated to speak agam, could be felt to be depersonalized 
speakers m a drama which should best of all have remamed as 
sdent as it essentially was 

The darkness by force of being so long looked into resolved 
Itself mto particles, some lighter, air and sohds just lifted apart, 
rooflines took on an uncertam form But mside here, in the 
embrasure, between the wmdow-frame and the curtains, both 
persons still stayed blotted out it was at an unestablishable 
distance from Stella that Harrison said ‘Yes, I should say this 
had settled m wet * She got the impression he had put his hand 
outdoors, that that had been the act which had made him speak. 
‘Not much good,’ he continued, ‘waitmg for this to stop ’ 
‘Have you far to go?’ 

‘Depends where I go to next ’ 

‘Where exactly do you live? I have no idea ’ 

‘There are always two or three places where I can turn in ’ 
‘But for instance, where do you keep your razor?’ 

‘I have two or three razors,’ he said m an absent tone 
That, of course, was the core of their absolute inhumanly 
together His concentration on her was made more oppressive 
by his failure to have or let her give him any possible place m 
the human scene By the rules of fiction, with which life to be 
credible must comply, he was as a character ‘impossible’ — each 
time they met, for mstance, he showed no shred or trace of 
havmg been contmuous since they last met His civihan clothes, 
though one could be remotely conscious of alternation m suit or 
shirt or tie, seemed to vary much less than Robert’s umform, the 
umnterestingly nght state of what he wore seemed less to argue 
care — brushmg, pressmg, changes of Imen — than a physical 
gomg mto abeyance, just as he was, with everythmg he had on 
him, between appearances ‘Appearance’, in the sense used for a 
ghost or actor, had, mdeed, been each of these times the word 
Commg out of that vacuum, the reiterated unrelated story of his 
desire could but be unmeaning Just now, for an mstant, m the 
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darkness m which, she could not even remember the colour of 
his coat, he had been for the first time palpably someone near 
her. a bemg — continuous, secretive, dense, weighty, locked m 
himself and face to face, beside her, with the unbounded mght m 
which no clock struck 

^No, I have not heard a clock stnke all the evening,* she said 
aloud ‘It might be any hour ’ 

He had recourse to the lummous dial of his watch Either 
because she had not directly asked or out of habit, he kept what 
the watch had told him to himself, but ?aid, as though m 
reference to the fact that time had gone by, so that any earher 
movement by him or her was now history ‘I rather needed a 
breather You didn*t mmd’’ 

She took this, as it could of course be taken, as a hmt that 
though makmg use of her wmdow it had been bs mtention to 
breathe at it alone ‘No, do,’ she said, ‘breathe as long as you 
like,’ and turned to grope m the folds behmd her for her way 
back between the curtams into the room The movement of 
stuff and the chinks of lamphght knocked through by her touch 
roused him— ‘You can’t stay?’ he said. ‘Breathe too? I’ve been 
hkmg that This air now — at least we have that m common. 
Nothmg more, smce you say ’ 

‘I was sorry for what I said ’ 

‘Did you know you said “hornble”?’ He picked up the word 
with some hesitation, uncertam whether it would or would not 
stmg twice ‘No, what you said was “horribly alike” — that 
simply made no contact with what I meant ’ 

‘I’m sorry — I thought you meant somethmg more. Yes, we 
both have natures, but what I can’t bear is what you do to mme, 
what you make mine do If it only were that you loved me, I 
could do no worse than not love you back, but there has been 
something worse — somehow you’ve distorted love You may 
not feel what it feek like to be a spy, I do — ever since you came 
to me with that story You’ve banked on my not havmg the 
courage to ask one question, and you’ve been nght, so far. 
However, don’t let us talk agam ’ 
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‘I must say, I liked it tbs evemng when you were tired You 
let me fetch you that glass of nulk * 

‘And I never offer you anytbng to eat or dnnk ’ 

‘While you still don't think you want me here, that seems fair 
enough Though this evemng when we came m and you 
changed your shoes everythmg began to be something hke 
what It could be But then suddenly, somehow, I went and put a 
foot wrong — got you nght up agam against what I do To me, 
tomght, whatever I do's outside ' 

To her, tonighfc, ‘outside' meant the harmless world the 
mischief was m her own and in other rooms The gnnd and 
scream of battles, mechamzed advances exconatmg flesh and 
country, tearmg through nerves and tearing up trees, were 
indoor-plotted, tins was a war of dry cerebration inside wmdow- 
less walls No act was not part of some calculation, spontaneity 
was m tatters, from the pomt of view of nothmg more than the 
heart any action was enemy action now . Also, letting the 
curtam drop, retummg to lean her forehead agamst the pushed up 
sash of the wmdow, already clammy, she understood, with 
regard to Harrison, the hopeless disparity between behef and 
truth. He was sincere m everythmg he said, probably she might 
never hear agam words like these of his, concentrations of an 
entire being At the same time, he mis-stated at every turn; 
there was monstrous heresy somewhere m bs love, to as much as 
dispute with bm was to mjure honour To be m bs embrace 
would be to accept, for ever, that strength was left m no thin g 
but obsession She was not to know, even, whether, m keeping 
her by bm by the wmdow, he might not be banking on the 
cfiect of the dark, on the senses' harmony when there is one 
sense missing, some sort of harmony of the blmd bdeed bs 
psyebe, bs moral bhndness was most nearly acceptable on un- 
seemg terms, and bs abstention from touchmg her, always 
marked and careful, was becommg, m tbs constriction of the 
embrasure, powerful as a touch He had been acute m hkmg her 
tired sometbng, an mvoluntary overflow from her nerves, had 
begun to fill up the space between them. Only he, though, could 
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have christened that understanding — he, only, thus could have 
marked the enormous breach, the desert between understandmg 
and where they really stood 

With a jerk, she raised her head from the sash ‘Will you go 
now? I think I must go to bed ’ 

‘Right,^ he said, expressionlessly and promptly 
She made her way back mto the empty room, he followed. 
‘Your parcel,* he said, ‘my hat 
‘fm sorry about the ram I still don’t know where you hvc * 
‘Might want to get in touch with me?* 

‘I only — * 

‘Don’t worry, I shall look m agam * 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 


L ouie kept a look out for Harrison m the park, but, as she 
had feared was probable, failed to see him Evidently he 
only could have been there, that one Sunday, for some 
special purpose, she wondered what his other purposes might be 
She continued to ponder, from time to time, over his and her 
disheartemng farewell, which any other girl might have called a 
smack in the face ^ ‘You never know, these days,’ she would say 
to anyone who would listen ‘You do have to watch — you 
never know for instance who you might not find yourself sittmg 
next to Anyone might be funny, for all you know I met a man 
who was funny the other day ’ 

‘What, a scream, you mean?’ asked her friend Conme, when 
this was tried on her 

‘No, I don’t mean ’ When anyone took her up wrong, a look 
of ammal trouble passed over Louie’s face To talk, which she 
had to do, was to tender what words she had, to be forced to 
search for anythmg further, better, was as persecuting as having 
to dip for escaped coppers mto the depths of her handbag — yes, 
and that on top of a pitching blacked-out bus — with the con- 
ductor standmg over her snorting ‘No I didn’t I meant, a bit off ’ 
‘You surprise me,’ said Conme ‘You mean to tell me you 
never met but that one man m that state? To me these days a 
man who wasn’t a bit off m one way if not another would be 
remarkable ’ 

‘Ah, but you meet all sorts,’ Lome said respectfully 

‘I’ve got my head screwed on, which is more than you have ’ 

*He said that — he said I ought to take care * ’ 

It had begun to appear to her, lookmg back, that Harrison had 
fathered and understood her. 

‘It’s not even as if,’ said Connie, ‘you were a London girl ’ 
Lome nodded — yes, there was that, agam* she was a Kentish 
sea-coast orphan ‘It’s in a way unsetthng,’ she told Conme, ‘not 
being able to get back again to where I come from ’ It was that, 

138 



exactly Tom gone, she had lately felt in London like a day 
tripper who has missed the last night tram home 

Obliteration of everything by winter was to be dreaded 
Already the late-autumnal closing in of the evenings was setting 
a term to new adventures, their scene was vanishing — some sort 
of mindless hope had gone on haunting her for just so long as day- 
light had gone on haunting streets Through the summer her 
husband’s step, still only just out of hearing, could be imagined 
turning and coming back, while summer lasted she therefore still 
need not shut up shop Within the narrowiftg of autumn, the 
impulses of incredulous loneliness died down in her, among them 
that readiness to quicken which had made her look for her hus- 
band in other faces True, she felt nearer Tom with any man 
than she did with no man — true love is to be recognized by its 
aberrations, so shocking can these be, so mexplicable to any other 
person, that true love is seldom to be recognized at all. 

Now when she came out from the factory even dusk was over, 
under the tattered dark of the skies everyone m the streets on the 
way home looked as purposeful as Harnson, Lome was swept 
along in one shoal of mdifferent shadows against another 
Momentarily, dimmed-down blue light from inside a bus or 
some flash from an opened-then-shut door brought her own 
eyes into bemg — vacant, asking, ignorant and askance Any- 
thing else she had with which to draw a second glance from the 
world — wide Jutish features, big thm-skinned bps — was can- 
celled the darkness did not love her To be not seen was for her 
not to be It was a phenomenon of war-time city night that it 
brought out something provocative in the step of most modest 
women. Nature tapped out with the heels on the pavement an 
illicit semaphore Alone was Louie m being almost never 
accosted, whatever it was was missing from her step, she walked, 
she strode, she bulked ahead through the dark with the sexless 
flat-footed nonchalance of a ten-year-old, only more heavily. 
No, this was no season for her to be starting anythmg out of 
doors Neither did Sundays, her only daylight at liberty, any 
more bring return, from the Sunday park the illusory sensjious 
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veil was stripped — one saw clean through the thickets into empty 
distance, the ilexy love mound rode in a waste of lawn like a ship 
abandoned, strangers gave one another unmeetmg looks 
Habituated lovers made the park tour bnskly and arm-in-arm, 
along black paths and round more sheltered seats she overheard 
chatter of that existence which was the secret of everybody 
except her *- even the refugees could embrace their memories 
and their injury Yes, it was m the disenchanted park that 
London s indiflference to Louie stood out most stark and bare 
There still was, •however, some negative virtue m being out- 
doors Indoors meant Cblcombe Street, here resided the fact of 
her being of meanmg only to an absent person, absent most 
appallingly from this double room Tom seldom had looked at 
Louie, he was not one to look again at anything he had once seen 
He had been accustomed to spend his home evenmgs frowmng at 
some technical book, or frowmng because he was thinking some- 
thmg technical out It had been Louie who — chair tilted back, 
tongue exploring her palate, mind blank of anything m particular 
— had hour-long passively gazed at Tom Why now, therefore, 
should It be his chair that gazed at her? It directed somethmg at 
her whichever way she pushed, pulled or turned it, m whatever 
direction she turned herself The discountenancing of the chair 
by filling It had been her object m bringmg strangers she met in 
the park back here Now she came to think over it, this autumn, 
none of her visitors had been seen agam* m some cases they had 
been no more than crossmg London with perhaps an hour or two 
to spend If any of them ever by chance had come back to look 
for her, owmg to not knowmg anybody else in London either, 
the probabihty was they had knocked on the wrong door, which 
from the point of view of her reputation was just as well — 
soldiers or airmen coming round asking for Louie would have 
looked wrong Her wireless, by the way, was by this nme dead 
out, finished, after all their tinkering at it, she had been sorry, 
each time, that she had ever said anything about her wireless in 
the first place - us having seemed since Tom left to be a bit off 
had^uost likely only been her imagination • • These October 
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evenings, the silence left by the wireless was filled m by the 
coughing of the gas fire, which now also had some complaint 
In order to delay her return home, she had formed the habit of 
dropping into a cafe m Tottenham Court Road to eat supper the 
place was mirrored — she had the satisfaction of seemg, in bright 
steaminess, herself, Lome, walk in, look round and sit down 
The caf^ habit however came to be mterrupted, for as against 
autumn deficits there was now Conme, and no evenmg when 
Connie was off duty was to be thrown away It was true Connie 
did have dates, but you never knew Connie, to A R P warden, 
had lately moved in to one of the two top floor rooms of the 
Chilcombe Street house She was a year or two the other side of 
thirty, tough, cross, kind, with bags under her eyes under the 
powder, a bull fnnge and a bnck-red postbox mouth. At the 
first glance, Louie had been alarmed by the notion that this 
uniformed newcomer must be something to do with the police, 
and even when this appeared less likely there still was something 
alarming about that sassor-hke stnde m the dark blue official 
slacks It could but look as though Conme, m her braced-m tunic, 
must somehow be one more person empowered to tick one off 
It turned out not only that Chilcombe Street was outside the area 
of the particular wardens’ post Connie adorned, and therefore 
outside her official sphere, but that her ideas of off duty were 
stringent She paid rent here m order to have some place to put 
her feet up without threat of mterruption — m fact, it would 
always be out of order for Connie to tamper with another post’s 
bomb Therefore, should No xo Chilcombe Street chance to 
become an incident while she was reposmg under its roof, they 
need not, she gave out, come commg round after her — unless, 
naturally, she should reqmre to be dug out There was not, as it 
happened, anything domg m Connie’s line of busmess tbs Lon- 
don autumn of 1942, at the post tboughout long hours of duty 
she dislocated her jaw yawnmg, or swapping cracks with other 
posts on the official telephone To top all, as if watchmg the 
hands of the post clock go roimd and round, mght m, day out, 
above Mr. Churchill's picture were not bad enough, outside 
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persons at sight of her uniform were becoming nasty about the 
pay she drew, which she knew to be shockingly msufficient No 
one who held you were paid too high for domg damn all by the 
hour could themselves have tried doing damn all by the hour 
Not, as she pointed out, that she was by any means doing damn 
all, Headquarters were everlastmgly thinbng up something new 
m order to keep Coimie upon the hop But that was the civilian 
public for you all over, the minute they stopped being pasted 
they became fresh — another slight domg-over, if she ought not 
to say so, would toce again show them where they got off A 
shght doing-over of London, just now, would in fact have been 
to her mterest with everything gomg on bemg slack it began to 
look as though they might come round trying to winkle Connie 
out of Civil Defence If she could have got out back to the 
tobacco kiosk where she used to reign, that of course would have 
been quite another matter, but a Mobile Woman dared not look 
sideways these days — you might find yourself m Wolver- 
hampton (a friend of hers had) or at the bottom of a mme, or m 
the ATS. with some bitch blowing a bugle at you till you got 
up in the mommg It was well, she remarked, for Louie being a 
soldier’s wife, though if she had half a head on her shoulders she 
should have started a kid also After two or three of their 
Chilcombe Street evenmg talks, Lome’s awe of Connie did not so 
much evaporate as shift its ground Decidedly Connie qualified 
by her nerve to be a saviour of the human race, at the same time 
she had a tongue like a file, so that you could not take her to be 
the race’s lover She had walked out of the kiosk, thereby for- 
feitmg a week’s pay, on September ist, 1939, because, bemg 
funny that way, she had had an mtmtion that something was 
really gomg to happen this time. She was bossy, if she had to 
say so herself, prey, smee childhood, to a repressed wish to issue 
orders, blow whistles, direct traffic This had always made 
trouble for her m previous jobs, m Civil Defence, she had been 
m the first place given to understand, initiative would be what 
was wanted Before she knew better she had signed on Youhve 
andjearn 


142 



Tom wrote back, he was glad to hear Louie had made a girl 
friend, particularly one m their own house* she sounded to him 
as though she should be company. Formerly Tom had not been 
m favour of bemg m any way free with other tenants, which 
could lead first to chattermg on the stairs, next to droppmg m 
and borrowmg It was different however now with Louie left on 
her own — always provided Connie was all she said In fact, 
before Connie entered the picture, he had once or twice asked if 
there were no girl, of the quiet sort, Lome could cotton to at the 
factory? She had written back that the trouBle was that at the 
factory there were all sorts She was nght, of course, he re- 
turned, in being particular The actual trouble at the factory was, 
that you had to have something to say, tell, swop, and Louie was 
unable to think of anything She felt she did not make sense, and 
stiU worse felt that the others knew it Women seemed to feel 
she had not graduated, where had she been all her life, they 
wanted to know — and, oh, where had she? It is advantageous 
bemg among all sorts if you are some sort, any sort, you gravitate 
to your type It is dauntmg if you discover you are still no sort — 
the last hope gone The one real privilege of the sheltered class is, 
status for the origmal there was none for Lome With Conmc 
everythmg was, on the other hand, all nght — Connie less 
spotted the vacuum m her friend than was drawn to it she was a 
constitutional rusher in to fill The two became mtroduced 
and mtimate within the same two minutes, the mght Conme 
happened to fall upstairs At the sound of pound after pound of 
hard vegetables and an electnc torch bouncing down step after 
step of flight after flight or droppmg plumb through the hamsters 
mto the hall below, Louie could but rush out of her door 
Havmg switched the mean landmg hght on she looked up, to see 
above her the soles of doughty shoes, m one of which was 
embedded a drawmg-pm, fiercely scrabblmg for hold on the Imo 
treads: next Conme heaved up her spare dark behmd — it was 
not till she was upright that she started swearmg as though the 
house were hers* m that Ime she was royal She came down three 
steps nearer the hght m order to brush off the knees of her slacks, 



m the course of which she gave Louie a dirty look. ‘Anything 
furtherl can doforyoue’she said 

The stair and landing hghting m No lo was of the kind which 
puts itself out automatically after two minutes it not only now 
did so but continued to do so throughout the search — Loue, 
galumphmg up and down m her pink mghtie, helped Conme 
gather up the potatoes, turnips, carrots, and it was she who 
finally found the torch It was a wonderful evenmg The stairs 
which usually smelled of null cleaned airlessness soon reeked of 
anger-heated gov&nment-blue serge — moreover Connie, though 
not redheaded, was at almost any time of the £oxy type When 
they were really through it was, by Connie’s reckoning, 23 25, 
consequently there were complaints that night and more next 
day Never before had Lome, with her first-floor prestige to 
which was added that of soldier’s wife, been in this or any kmd of 
trouble with the rest of the house She and Conme fimshed by 
drinking tea 

There was almost nothing Connie liked better than a newspaper, 
she had almost always been reading one just recently She was 
a collector of newspapers of almost any age, either to look at 
agam or to wrap up things m — she acqmred them by every 
means but purchase, keepmg an eye open, wherever she might 
be, for one which might have been put down even for a moment 
Knowmg how quick people could be to serve you a dirty turn, 
she habitually seated herself on any paper or papers she had 
collected, at the post, to be forced oflF her papers by any duty 
made her as distraite as a mother bird They arrived home with 
her limp and without a crackle Compelled to sacrifice one m 
order to hght a fire m the doll-sized grate of her attic at No. 10, 
she would, squatting, havmg applied the match, peer forward 
into the acrid smoke to read the last of the prmt tdl a flame ate 
It — you never knew what you might not just happen to miss. 
This addiction of Conme’s could be and was imitated by Lome: 
havmg begun by impressmg Connie, newspapers went on to 
in&tuate Lome out-and-out If you could not keep track of what 
wasiappemng you could at least take notice of what was said — 
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in the beginning was the word, and to that it came back m the 
long run This went for anything wntten down 
Once Louie had taken to newspapers she found peace — so 
much so that she wondered why they had seemed to unsettle 
Tom With the news itself she was at some disadvantage owing 
to having begun in the middle, she never quite had the courage to 
ask anyone, even Connie, how it had all begun — evidently one 
thing must have led to another, as in life, and whose the mistake 
had been in the first place, or how long ago, you would not care 
to say Left to herself she had considered that anything so dread- 
ful as this last year could only in some way have been her own 
fault — Singapore fallmg the week Tom went away, the Austra- 
lians right off even where they were gettmg that bad fright from 
the Japs, us getting pushed right on top of the Egyptians in spite 
of everything, the Russians keeping nagging at us to do some- 
thmg, the Duke of Kent killed who had been so happy, even 
those harmless ancient cathedrals not to speak of Canterbury 
getting bombed also, and us running nght out of soap and sweets 
till they had to go on coupons — one more headache But once 
you looked m the papers you saw where it said, nothmg was so 
bad as it might look What a mistake, to have gone by the look 
of things ^ The papers knew Bntain had something up her sleeve 
— Bntam could always, in default of anything else, face facts 
For the paper’s sake, Louie brought herself to put up with 
any amount of news ■“ the headhnes got that over for you in half 
a second, deciding for you every event’s importance by the size 
of the prmt As far as she could make out, the same communique 
were taken out and used again and again As against this, how 
mspirmg was the vanety of the true stones, which made the war 
seem human, people like her important and life altogether more 
like It was once But it was from the articles in the papers that the 
real build-up, the alimentation came — Lome, after a week or two 
on the diet, discovered that she had got a pomt of view, and not 
only a point of view but the right one Not only did she bask in 
warmth and mclusion but every mormng and evenmg she was 
praised Even the Russians were apparently not as dissatisfied 

145 



with her as she had feared, there was Stalingrad going on holding 
out, but here was she in the forefront of the industrial war drive 
As for thfe Americans now m London, they were stupefied by 
admiration for her character Dark and rare were the days when 
she failed to find on the inside page of her paper an address to or 
else account of herself Was she not a worker, a soldier’s lonely 
wife, a war orphan, a pedestrian, a Londoner, a home and 
ammal-lover, a thinking democrat, a movie-goer, a woman of 
Britain, a letter-writer, a fuel-saver and a housewife^ She was 
only not a mothdr, a kmtter, a gardener, a foot-sufierer or a 
sweetheart — at least not rightly Louie now felt bad only about 
any part of herself which m any way did not fit into the papers’ 
picture, she could not have survived their disapproval They did 
not, for instance, leave flighty wives or good-time girls a leg to 
stand on, and how rightly — she had romped through a dozen 
pieces on that subject with if anything rather special zest, and was 
midway through just one more when the blast struck cold 
Could It be that the papers were out with Loute> — she came over 
gooseflesh, confronted by God and Tom She did not begin to 
rally till next evening, when her paper came out strongly m 
favour of non-standoffishness — it appeared that we were becom- 
ing less standoffish, the Americans had been agreeably surprised 
War now made us one big family She was reinstated, once 
again round her were the everlasting arms Yes, she rallied — for, 
wife or not, she could see she was not of the flighty build, and 
girl or not, she rarely had ended by having what she could 
consider a good time Neither did she go out with men, she was 
out to start with 

It had been one of those reconciliations after which feeling 
enters a deeper phase Louie came to love newspapers physically , 
she felt a solicitude for their gallant mcreasmg thinness and longed 
to feed them, she longed to fondle a copy still warm from the 
press, and, in default of that, formed the habit of reading 
crouching over her fire so as to draw out the smell of prmt. 
While deferrmg to Connie’s drott du seigneur over any newspaper 
entering the house, Lome hated to see her use it with that sensual 
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roughness She was unable to watch a portion of fish being 
wrapped up in newspaper without a complex sensation in which 
envy and vicarious bliss merged At the factory, she was drawn 
to girls and women in whom the same fermentation was to be 
felt at work — also, thanks to her daily build-up, she felt and 
therefore appeared, less odd Something floated her She was 
now, even, in a fair way to make those fnends of whom, having 
Connie, she was no longer m need 

Connie's reading of papers was for the most part suspicious, 
nothing was to get by unobserved by her Tier re-reading of 
everything was the more impressive because the second time, 
you were given to understand, what she was doing was reading 
between the lines So few having this gift, she felt it devolved on 
her to use it, and was therefore a tiger for information As to the 
ideas (as Louie now called the articles), Connie was a tooth- 
sucker, a keeper of open mmd — they were welcome to sell her 
anything that they could 

Conversations at No lo, when Connie's off-duty fell m the 
evenings, had by now come to groove for themselves a course 
Connie conferred herself often upon the first floor, m order to 
save lightmg her own fire 

‘You saw,' Louie had occasion to ask, ‘where it says how war 
m some ways makes our characters better?' 

‘Cannot say I had noticed Where did it say^' 

‘Oh, you took where it says away to your room — the one 
with that land girl pullmg that great horse ' 

‘Oh, her — former mannequm, that was the point of her It's 
not what you do that gets you mto a picture, if you notice, it's 
what you did do formerly She can have the horse as far as I am 
concerned, but I must say I could derive with some of that fresh 
air she says she's derivmg benefit from, Down underground where 
I am, m our post, always upon the watch, it might be any time of 
year or of day or night cither. — See about all those birds?' 

‘No, where?' 

‘Off to Afnca once agam ' 

‘Migratory birds those would be then father told me., He 
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liked, birds best, ever so many springs be used to be the first to 
hear the cuckoo, it was chiefly a matter of paymg attention, he 
said Oh, he used to show me those birds, all along the wires ^ 
They always do do — why did it put them in»’ 

‘Because they do keep on domg what they always did do, I 
should imagme They go to show how Nature pursues her 
course under any circumstances Birds like that wouldn’t notice 
there was a war — you might say they were lucky to have no 
sense Airman complamed how he got m among a pack of birds 
flymg only the o^iher day, decapitated, he said he shouldn’t 
wonder if many of them were. But who’s to say I don’t get 
decapitated any of these fine mghts, and I do have sense and I do 
have to worry, so where does that get me^*’ 

‘Stdl, you’d surely not rather be like the Germans, Conniee 1 
was told how they swallow anythmg they are told I know I saw 
where it said how they do have papers, but not like our ones 
with ideas It said how to get them through the war they have 
to kid them along, but how the war makes us think ’ 

‘Bemg prone to that, I did not reqmre war I always would as 
soon think as anythmg else, but what gets you anywhere is character ’ 
‘The Yanks are struck by our character now they’re here ’ 
‘You ever seen a Yank struck?* 

‘Well, but I saw where it said — ’ 

‘They’re struck on our pubs all right my friend and I couldn’t 
get m anywhere edgeways the other evenmg You might think 
this was their war they d started, they and the Russians 
‘Oh, but the Russians — oh Connie, how you can ! When you 
have to think of Stalmgrad at every mmute .’ 

Both glanced at the clock 

‘They are much more different,’ said Lome, ‘than all of us.* 
‘Oh, I grant you — they re completely titamc No, if it was 
Russians we had all over fhe place here, I should be the first not 
to complam, I assure you — fightmg away like that, if it ts chiefly 
m defence of their own country, iey should be entitled to air 
their views All I do pomt out is how we get overlooked, 
between the Yanks and Russians, when there would have been 
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clock, but dropped the last on the rug She paused, looked down 
for Louie to pick it up, then clicked her tongue in a fury Her 
friend's full eyes, always of an unsafe liquidity m their shallow 
sockets, had this time overrun The consequence glaze on this 
idiot's cheekbones, a matted dampness — tears need volition to 
form and fall 

‘Listen, as if I had not enough without you creatmg, and about 
birds, too ^ If you’d had half what I have to do with the genuine 
dead^ To begin with, whoever saw a bird gay? When they sing 
It’s sex It’s pecul&r to me your saying you saw such real birds, 
or else I wonder your dad never told you that — Escaped your 
notice I dropped a bobbya’ 

‘Where did you?’ 

‘Where? — there, by your great feet*’ 

Louie plucked about blindly, all round her feet, in the tufts of 
rug — losing anything was something, now you could buy 
nothing She blurted ouf ‘I did not mtend to take on, honestly, 
Conme, but the birds led to father It came to seem unnatural 
him being gone like that, and mum, and where we used to be 
nothmg but thin air ' 

‘Oh, if that’s what it was, never mmd the pm I feel bad now 
after what I said, but however was I to know what was on your 
mmd? Blow your nose, though, because how you ought to look 
at It is this way — bemg elderly your dad was bound to have 
gone soon m the course of nature, you can’t say death's so un- 
natural, It's just the manner Also you've got to think how your 
mum and dad were umted at the last, haven’t you — and how they 
were able to take their mce home and all their thin gs they set 
store by with them into the other world? Why, I have seen 
elderly people left behmd here with nothmg, everythmg gone 
ahead — so pitiful you hardly know what to say And look at 
the luck you had, bemg married and out of it it would have 
served no purpose your perishmg with them Not that I’m so 
sure m my own case I should not sooner be killed t ha n die, I 
should sooner the less time for morbid thoughts, and what I 
should wish myself I should wish my dear ones, had I any ’ 
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‘Well, thank you, Connie, Tm sure/ 

‘Still, It was wicked ’ 

Connie, m uniform slacks and a lace blouse, looked about 
unwillingly for her tunic She took off one pearl earrmg, rubbed 
at the inflamed lobe of the ear, clipped the earring on again with 
a pronounced wince Going on night duty you had all the same 
to keep up a certain style, and why not? If there were no alerts 
just at present, not so much as a yellow, you still were not to 
know who might not at any moment come stumbling m down 
the post steps out of the black-out, lost — askmg where they were 
and how the hell m that case they were to get to somewhere else. 
Was the Underground runningj> which way to the West End? 
where was Waterloo » where were they to get a put up? what was 
the matter with stay mg here with Connie? It was bemg locked 
out of every mortal place that got boys down the post’s all night 
sign attracted them m like moths 
No outsider had any right m the post — a civilian ought to 
know better, by now even foreigners ought to have more sense, 
but with members of the Forces you stretched a point For 
Connie it would have been against nature not to transform the 
post, in whose front room she watched alone, into an advice 
bureau coming m from the anonymity of the darkness anyone 
was glad to be asked his name Her post nights were not unlike 
her kiosk days — soundly as Comue might slumber beside the 
telephone, she could at any moment pop open a forceful eye If 
the nocturnal swellmg of her ears constrained her agam to remove 
her earrings, not once had she failed to snap these back into place 
before whoever it might be was round the door Let ’em all come, 
from the D W down — she was not to be had at a disadvantage 
‘WeU, you’ll be all right for the night, dear,’ she now stated — 
pigeon-breasting herself as she buttoned her tunic, tweaked at the 
basque of it, tautly buckled the belt Transferrmg a packet of 
agarettes from Louie’s chimneypiece to her pocket, she directed 
a look at Tom’s photograph, as though handmg over to him 
She returned for a second look, always saying nothing That 
habit of Connie’s of so silently and in that pert experienced 
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manner quizzing Tom had from the first got on Louie’s nerves 
Connie often elected not to say something particular when she 
was on the very point of leaving the room — well she knew, 
marching out, shutting the door behind her, that she left you 
wondering what it could have been As to the remark she had 
not made this time, Louie gave it up — the more hastily since it 
could but seem to relate to Tom She could have suspected a 
touch of reproof or malice in Connie’s repetitive, ostentatious 
drawing of attention to the photograph at which she herself 
rarely or never looked She avoided it She had seen ever so 
many times where it said how a photograph comforts you, but 
the reverse was true She exposed the photograph out of respect 
for convention, under which heading came what indubitably 
would have been Tom’s feeling More, she wrote to him ‘I look 
at your picture daily ’ One more misrepresentation of love’s 
unamenable truth Not a point-blank he whatever else she forgot 
she piously daily dusted the chimneypiece, which involved 
lifting the photo-frame, and what you handle you must in some 
way sec To see, however, is not to look 
He had provided her with the photograph, which he had had 
taken just before gomg away he had not considered the one she 
already had, the enlarged snap of him in a Bryon collar on Seale 
strand, adequately serious His gomg off on his own initiative 
to the studio had been one among the last of his farewell acts — 
consequendy, what the camera had recorded had been the face of 
a man already gone The open moodless cast of his features stood 
out mfimtely remote against the photographer’s curdled back- 
drop, the eyes lookmg straight, measurmgly, unexpectantly at 
nothing To attempt to enter or intercept that look at no one was 
to become no one — after which, how was anythmg to be the 
same again, ever? The frame with the regimental crest held a 
picture of what was at the best abeyance — at the worst, there 
came out of it a warmng to the bottom of her heart, that no 
return can ever make restitution for the gomg away You may 
imitate but cannot renew safety 
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CHAPTER NINE 


T o unload the past on a boy like that — fantastic’ And 
now you mix yourself up in it No, it’s too silly, Stella’’ 
‘But now you’re talking like Colonel Pole — I thought 
you thought Roderick’s legacy was a good thmg?’ 

‘Roderick’s mheritance^’ 

‘Sorry, Roderick’s inheritance ’ 

‘Anything’s better than nothing,’ admitted Robert, with a 
touch of the impatience he often showed when one truth got in 
the way of another ‘What I cannot see is, why you should have 
to go there ’ 

‘Only for the inside of a week ’ 

‘It’s not how long you are gomg to be away, it’s how much 
away you are going to be — there, you will be away completely ’ 
‘Nonsense, darling ’ 

‘Of course, what I don’t like is your going away at all,’ he said, 
though in the tone of one slighting his own feeling He let his 
hand fall from the arm of the low chair and trailed his fingertips 
idly on the floor In a mmute, however, he was eyeing her more 
sturdily, as though to say, make what you like of that, and his 
mouth remained m a simmering unset line, till he again burst out 
‘The whole thing’s a racket of that old lunatic’s. To get you back ’ 
‘After all, he’s dead — if you mean Cousm Francis?* 

‘A little thing like that wouldn’t bother him ’ 

That called up such a speaking picture that Stella laughed 
‘You might have known him,’ she said. 

He went on ‘But it’s not simply what he wanted, it’s what 
you really want ’ 

‘/ don’t want to go back there * 

Robert raised his eyebrows 
‘In fact,’ she said, ‘I dread it ’ 

‘I’m not so sure ’ 

‘Well, I do But this journey’s business, it’s not a matter of 
feeling.’ 
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‘But you say you dread it — isn’t dread a feelmg? If it meant 
nothing to you I shouldn’t so much mind ’ 

‘I’d no idea,’ she said, ‘you were gomg to feel like this Because 
what does it amount to? Simply a busmess journey — Roderick’s 
Mount Moms affairs You know how they have been worrymg 
me lately, all those letten from or about that place, asking for 
decisions I can’t make because I can’t grasp, from this distance, 
exactly what they’re about or what they’d entail The roof, the 
farm, the extra plantmg, the cutting of the trees Heaven knows, 
I wish Rodenck w&e free enough and old enough to cope* But 
as It IS, you can’t leave a place for ever with no master Some- 
body’s got to get over there he can’t, I must As I must, the 
sooner the better, better get it over — surely? Really, Robert, 
I’ve been through more than enough convmcmg the Passport 
Office that this is urgent — do I have to go through it all over 
agam with you? They were perfectly satisfied ’ 

‘They are not m love with you ’ 

‘Weeks ago, you agreed I would have to go ’ 

‘Did h Yes, I suppose I did ’ 

She cried ‘Has anything changed smee then?’ 

It was seven o’clock m the evemng, m her flat Early to- 
morrow she must be catching the Irish Mail Robert had had 
an unfortunate glimpse of ahalf-packed suitcase m her bedroom — 
just not m time she had closed the door m front of the fire m the 
other room he had seemed to be busy unwrappmg the botde he 
had brought 

However, now, with one of his turns of mood, he at once 
contrived to give the impression that it was she, not he, who had 
been making a scene — he could not help reachmg out for the 
piece of string, which he drew out to its length, admired, then 
started coilmg into a hank with a slow, irresistibly soothmg 
motion. ‘Here’s a piece of stnng for you, anyway,’ he remarked, 
havmg done. 

‘Where on earth, these days, do they stdl tie up parcels?’ 
‘Where I get my whisky ~ What I do hope is that your journey 
wont be hombly cold ’ 
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she thought, could any journey away from you not be a cold 
journey? — but said ‘It’s not so late m the year I chiefly wish 
rd gone earher because then by now Td be back ’ 

‘What shall I do while you’re away^** 

‘Don’t make me more unhappy*’ 

‘You never know,’ he said, spinnmg the circular hank of 
string round on his finger — ‘What time of year was it when you 
were there before?’ 

‘Just about this time* autumn ’ 

‘Twenty years ago>’ 

‘Twenty-one years ’ 

‘What a lot of water,’ said Robert vaguely, ‘has flowed under 
the bridges smce then, or hasn’t it^* Floods enough to have washed 
most bridges away ’ 

There was no badge for a mile up or down the nver from 
Mount Morris Down its valley the nver swept smoothly 
towards the house, then was turned aside, lost to view, round the 
high rocky projection on which the house stood On the far side, 
imequal chffs of hmestone dropped their whitish reflections mto 
the water, trees topped and m some places steeply clad the clifEs 
The nver traced the boundary of the lands at the Mount Morns 
side It had a margm of water-meadow mto which the demesne 
woods, dark at their base with laurels, ran down m a series of 
promontones This valley cleavage mto a distance seemed hke an 
offermg to the front wmdows: m return, the house devoted the 
whole muted fervour of its bemg to a long gaze Elsewhere 
nsmg woods or swellmg uplands closed Mount Moms m 
By anyone standing down by the nver looking up, sky was to 
be seen reflected m row upon row of vast glass panes The fa9adc, 
dun stucco, seemed to vary in tone, but never altered m colour 
except at sunset — which, striking down the valley, gave the 
stucco an onental pink and enflamed the windows 
At the hour when the master’s mother araved, reflections up 
from die river prolonged dayhght. a smoulder of yellow from 
the woods entered the house She had forgotten that by travejhng 
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west you enter longer days this hour, as she stood looking down 
the length of a room at a fire distantly burning inside white 
marble, seemed to be outside time — an eternal lummousness 
of dusk m which nothmg but the fire’s flutter and the clock’s 
tickmg out there in the hall were to be heard Or, m her fatigue 
she could have imagmed this was another time, rather than 
another country, that she had come to The mdoor air of the 
hbrary held something outdoor, the wmdows could have been 
only lately shut on new-raked gravel of wbch earth had become 
a component partr. Light lived m the particles of the air only, 
for the walls and soarmg curtains were of a deademng red 
Somethmg more than an ancient smell reached the senses from 
the books cased back mto the walls — possibly, these hundreds of 
books’ mdifference to the passmg thought The chief other focus 
of darkness here was an od pamtmg nsmg over the fire, horse- 
men grouped apprehensively at midnight The room was with- 
out poetry if this could not be felt m the arrested energy of its 
nature — it was m here that Cousm Francis had had his being 

On every side remamed the meticulous preparations made for 
his departure Inconceivably many magazmes, pamphlets, pros- 
pectuses, arculars, their edges showmg every age and stage of 
brownness, had been corded up mto bales, ticketed, stacked on 
and underneath sideboards, sofas, tables Balanced upon the 
bales, a tribe of tray-shaped baskets mvited Stella’s mspection of 
their contents so carefully sorted out — colourless bilhard balls, 
padlocks, thermometers, a dog collar, keyless key-rings, a hly bulb, 
an ivory puzzle, a Shakespeare calendar for 1927, the cured but 
unmounted claw of a greater eagle, a Lmcob Imp knocker, an 
odd spur, lumps of quartz, a tangle of tipless tmy pencils on 
frayed silk cords . 

So much for the past- he had thought ahead. Stuck round 
mside the frame of the dark picture cards stood out white, stiD 
fresh, peremptory to the eye Injunctions, admomtions and 
warnings, unevenly block-pnnted by Cousm Francis, here under- 
Imed, there enrmged m urgent red Clocks, when and how to 
wmd Ftre Extinguishers, when and how to employ . Locks 
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and HmgeSt my method of oilmg Live Mtce caught m traps, 
to be drowned Not dropped into kitchen fire . . Ttm O^Keefe, 
Mason^ not to work here again unless he does better than last time. 
Beggars, bona fide 6d , Old Soldiers is. . Hysteria, Puppies, m 
case of . In case of Blocked Gutters . In case of Parachutists . . 
Birds tn Chimney, m case of In case of Telegrams . In case of 
River entenng Lower Lodge In case of ilfy Death . . In case of 
Emergency Message from Lady C 

She stood for some time drawn up to read the cards, then 
looked this way, that way along the chimneypiece — but except 
for another, maudible, clock, empty branched candlesticks and 
embossed bronze vases holdmg charred spills, there was nothing 
further Restmg both hands on the marble she looked down into 
the fire, regrettmg she had not any such clear directions as to her 
own life — which, at this moment more distant than London, 
would not be less problematic when returned to Oh to stay here 
for ever, playmg this ghostly part ^ UnwiUmgly she looked behmd 
her — her gloves, shaped by her hands, her bag, containmg every 
damnmg proof of her identity, were still, always, there on the 
centre table where she had put them down 

It was on that same table that Donovan, a few mmutes later, 
put down the oil lamp As he, stoopmg, turned the two wicl^ s 
higher the globe welled-up strongly with yellow hght, thrown g 
the caretaker’s Danteesque features mto maskhke rehef against 
the bookcases ‘Every other place,’ he remarked, ‘is ternbly 
clumbered up, we have been distracted with the instructions to 
touch nothmg Latterly this has been a bare sort of time for us, 
with neither master — this is a poor welcome for you, ma’am, but 
mdeed you’re welcome The daughters went to some lengths 
preparmgthe drawing-room for you, but nothing we could do to 
It would dnve out the chill, so that m the end we gave up heart 
That room is fine enough, but it has been retired altoge^er too 
long’ 

Mary Donovan bore m the second lamp more breathlessly 
than her father evidently she had not played this part before 
She glanced at Donovan for a cue, got none, so stood her l^p 
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down by the first The ceremony was concluded No one mak- 
ung a movement to draw the curtams, the two globes, the 
Donovans, Stella remamed reflected m what had become jet- 
black panes 

*Thank you, Mary,* said Stella, lookmg across at the small girl 
mside the sheath of great white apron 

In reply, Mary’s bps moved, as though she had broken down 
an the very first hne of a reatation she knocked back with her 
wnst a heavy forelock of hair Donovan explamed ‘She is over 
anxious — she knbws there’s something further she ought to be 
domg, but not what Could you imagme, ma’am, what you 
might be wantmg next?’ 

Stella had had to agree months ago, from a distance, to the 
paymg off of Cousm Franas’s servants there must be no unneces- 
sary charges on the estate She knew now there was no one 
left m Mount Morris but the ageless, wifeless Donovan and his 
two surprismgly yoimg daughters She did not remember 
Donovan (who probably at the time of her honeymoon worked 
m the yard or somewhere out on the place), but did not betray 
this, as he remembered her 

‘For the supper,’ he added, ‘we killed a little chicken ’ 

Stella said, ‘How mce* After what could have seemed a 
■comphcated moment of hesitation she asked ‘Mary, which is 
my room?’ 

‘Candles cried Donovan wildly ‘Have you the candles, 
Mary?’ A look flashed between father and daughter The child, 
m an unexpectedly deep firm voice, declared* ‘The two of them 
are above ’ 

‘Jesus said Donovan ‘Then there’ll be none to carry ’ 

‘There’ll still be hght on the stairs,’ Stella mterposed ‘And I 
know my way.’ 

Indeed the famihanty of the house was starthng, as a whole it 
rose to the surface m her, as though somethmg weightmg it to the 
the bottom had let go Expectancy rather than memory from 
n yw on guided her — she could not tell at wbch moment of her 
return journey the sensory tram had started itself ahght. Now 
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she seemed to perceive on all sides round her, and with a phantas- 
mogonc clearness, everything that for the eye the darkness hid. 
The declivities m the treads of the staircase, the rounded ghmmer 
of Its Venetian wmdow (ever wholly extmgmshed only by 
blackest mght), the creak of the lobby floormg under the foot, 
and the sifted near-and-famess of smells of plaster, pelts, wax, 
smoke, weathered woodwork, oiled locks and outdoor trees 
preceded themselves m her as she followed Mary Knowledge of 
all this must have been carried m her throughout the years which 
m these mmutes fell away 

At midday, even, this lobby of many doors at the head of the 
wmdowed staircase had been always shadowy now the doors 
round her were to be only felt The suspense, a suspense so long 
anticipated, m which she waited to hear which handle the child 
would turn was, now it came to the moment, more than half 
fictitious, after all neither real nor deep It was with mdifference, 
almost, that she came to know, Donovan’s choice for her had 
pitched on a room with no history Mary, marchmg ahead, 
quenched herself m an absolute of darkness from which there was 
no tremor of memory to fear Inside here, curtains and shutters 
did double work, Mary’s position could be detected only by her 
striking and breakmg of match after match on a damp box, 
meanwhile nothmg gmded Stella between the padded head of a 
sofa and knobbed foot of a bed Care had raised the temperature 
of this long-empty room to the tepidity of a normal summer, a 
smouldermg cnmson fire was to be seen agam m what must be a 
cheval glass Then, upon Mary’s succeedmgm makmg the candles 
bum, bedhangmgs and presses, their shadows and those agam of a 
woman standmg, a girl turmng eagerly round to her, staggered 
up mto bemg, mto that mmute’s meaning, but nothmg more 

Innocent m its resemblance to no other, the mmute merged 
itself m the immortahty of the house 

‘It was a pity for you the way you bumped yourself,’ said 
Mary T think I ran on too fast for you» — Will I leaye the 
matches? They’re a wicked box ’ Having addressed herself to 
the fire, mto which she direaed an adept kick, she made haste 
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to the washstand, unwrapped a turban of towel, and with both 
palms tested the heat of a brass can ‘It would still scald you!’ she 
could but confide, triumphantly, to Stella — who, with hardly 
less naivety, cried ‘O/ 2 , it’s nice, being waited on^’ 

‘I’m new to it, too, we’ll have to see how we’ll shape ’ 

Mary gone, Stella remembered Robert’s mj unction to dnnk - 
for them both, as it were, at this hour She brought to the 
dressmg-table water bottle and tumbler, and unscrewed the top of 
the flask he had filled for her in London, this time two days ago 
Holding up the tCimbler between the candles, while she measured 
water into the whisky, she observed that the candles were not 
virgin both had been burned already, and to unequal lengths 
This surpnsed and puzzled her ~ so great so far had been the 
Donovan’s perfectiomsm and good grace — it linked up with the 
confederate look between father and child downstairs, also, with 
that odd air of abstention from saying or thmkmg something 
with which Donovan had stood watchmg the second lamp m 
Stella had assumed there to be no shortages of any kmd m Eire 
The excitmg sensation of being outside war had concentrated 
Itself round those fearless lights — though actually, yesterday 
night as her ship drew m, the most strong impression had been of 
prodigality: around the harbour water, uphill above it, the 
wmdows had not only showed and shone but blazed, seemed to 
blaze out phenomenally, while later, dazzling reflections m damp 
streets made Dublm seem to be m the throes of a carmval Here, 
tomght, downstairs, those three yellow oblongs cast unspoilt on 
the gravel by the uncurtained wmdows had spelled ease, yes, but 
still more had set up a barbanc joy, as might wine let run soaking 
mto the ground Now, for a moment to have to ask oneself 
whether after all there might not be at Mount Morns unbroached 
packets of candles, drum on drum of oil, became a setback, a 
small but deep shock Could the house be short, the Donovans 
rationed - or had they simply neglected to lay m stores? She 
must gsk, tonight — or perhaps tomorrow The inquiry, with its 
just possible hint of a fault found, should be put off, or at least 
ideally timed In the end she never remembered to ask the 
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question — what she had not cared to suspect was m fact true 
Up here m her bedroom, down there m the library, she was 
burning up light supplies for months ahead Well on into the 
winter after Stella’s departure the Donovan family went to bed 
m the dark 

After supper she twiddled perfunctorily the knobs of the wire- 
less beside Cousm Francis’s chair — it had pleased him to have the 
war at his elbow, she was pleased to have only one more and 
more sigmficant degree of silence added to the library evidently 
the battery was dead There never had been a telephone at 
Mount Morris — assurance of bemg utterly out of reach added 
annullmgness to her deep sleep that mght In the mormng, 
dressmg at her wmdow, she watched three swans come down the 
river to pause m midstream looking up at the house with her m it. 
Unimagmable early sunshine lay on everything — the grassy 
slopes, die rocks, the last hysterical glory of the trees, it was with 
the energy of hghtness that she embarked on the busmess of this 
first day The beginnmg, even, took her so far afield, mvolved so 
much viewmg of dungs to be looked at many times more and 
wove Itself into so many lengthy scandmg talks — apart from 
everything else, the Mount Morris people had not yet had their 
due, a full and feehng account of Cousm Francis’s end and funeral 
— that It was not till evenmg, after a very late tea, that she could 
sit down to her letter to Roderick 

She wrote at Cousm Francis’s outsize kneehole table with the 
worn leather top Sorry, on Roderick’s account, to have been 
able to find no headed Mount Moms paper, she covered sheet 
after sheet of her own block Once, tearmg off and castmg a 
fimshed sheet on to others to the left of the inkstand, she knocked 
against a brass letter-weighmg machine — settmg the scales m 
motion, loosenmg weights m their grooves and releasmg, some- 
where mside herself, some repugnant, troublmg assoaation . . . 
Mrs Kelway’s parcel — had Harrison posted it j She took up 

her pen agam, reconsidered, let the pen roll away, ma^Je the 
revolvmg chair twirl and sped from the room to the head of the 
basement stairs. 
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‘Oh, Donovan?’ 

‘Ma’ame’ He took form at the foot of them 
‘One thing the master specially wants to know — is there a 
boat?’ 

He rubbed his wrist back slowly over his stiff white hair ‘He 
wants to know, is there a boat at present?’ 

‘Is there a boat at, all?’ 

‘That would be, any class of a boat?’ 

She became distracted — ‘Simply, a boat ’ 

‘Well, there w5s a flat boat, and she used to hold not badly till 
the master sank her He had no great satisfaction out of her at the 
best of times, and he said to us you were not to know these times 
what might happen presently, so he had the boys out one mommg 
loading rock into her until she went down “Well, there she 
goes,” he said, the poor man, standmg between myself and the 
gentleman on the bank She should be there in the river yet — 
will we raise her and see if she’s not too much rotted?* 

‘If that could be done, it could be no harm ’ 

‘It might be,* said Donovan, warming to the project, ‘that 
all we would have to do would be to give her a lick of pitch * 
Stella went down a step, Donovan came up two ‘It would 
be a pity,* he added, ‘to disappoint him — So is the master a boat- 
man?’ 

‘Not so much that — I must show you his photograph ’ 

‘Ah, his picture — but wasn’t it queer them not lettmg him over 
to us himself? I never heard of the Army impeding a gentleman 
like that However, I should imagme his heart’s m it, and the 
war should be a great interest m that case — who knows but he 
might be coming out of it a general?’ 

‘Oh no, I’m afraid he’s too young for that*’ 

‘Yet by every appearance,’ said Donovan, not discouraged, 
‘this should be a long ambitious war — Are you writing a letter 
to the master?’ 

‘Indeed, I am — When was the boat sunk?’ 

‘The last time the gentleman was here ’ 

‘Which gentleman? — oh, the one on the bank?’ 
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*We hadn’t so many visitors smce the war came — chiefly only 
this one, and he was fleetmg He came from oven It seemed a 
marvel these times to see anybody traveUmg around the way he 
did — it could be he had some kmd of advantage, though whether 
he was a Mister or Captam we never made out In any event he 
was a distraction for the master, the two of them would be 
gabbing up to any hour mto the mght. This was a chap or 
gentleman with a very narrow look, added to which he had a 
sort of a discord between his two eyes. 

It was her heart that now sank, gomg back to her letter she did 
not regam speed or the first concentration she wound up m- 
conclusively, promismg more tomorrow, recollecting, as she 
addressed the envelope, that she had no stamp She then pushed 
back her chair and began to examme the many drawers of the 
table, with unusual stealthmess trymg each m turn all were as 
locked as they looked Walkmg foohshly round the room she 
searched for the keys, openmg boxes and cabmets, shiftmg 
objects at random, even attemptmg once to look m the drawers 
themselves She came to the pomt of denouncmg Cousm 
Francis as a conspiratorial, mischievous, too-old man, when 
anger ran out she was left alone with uneasmess — hkmg the 
hbrary less and less Now primarily it was the scene, for her, of 
those conversations late mto the mghts ■— what had they been up 
to m here? what had they been cookmg? Evidendy Harrison 
was not a man to have come back and back for nothmg. What- 
ever It was, he had considered it worth while to give his host the 
impression that he, too, Franas Morris, was m it up to the hilt — 
therefore, that last London meeting between the two must have 
been a contmuation of some actual story, however cock-and-bull. 
The old fanatical Irishman’s first day back m London, last whole 
day on earth Yes, Harnson claimed they had met, and it now 
looked likely. More than that now looked likely, or at any rate 
possible Even the story of papers maccessibly locked away with 
the dead man’s luggage came up agam for review — thou^ who 
(as she had repeatedly asked herself, and did ask herself, if more 
famtly and for the last time, now) would hand over anythmg yital 



to Cousin Francis? Famous for honour, yes, for discretion no; 
above all, famous loser of all he touched? As to the existence, 
ever, or at any rate the importance, of those papers she had kept 
a valuable scepticism — valuable because it could be extended to 
everythmg else that Hamson said he had or was or did Harnson, 
she took It, had simply thought that one up m hopes of mvolvmg 
her* he had not struck lucky But, what now? The concern- 
bihty of there bemg a gram of truth m anythmg he had ever, m 
any context, said shook her What was her defence but this - 
that he lied, must he, could not not he, had lied from the very start? 

He had, then, m spite of his havmg said he had, really been 
there? This book-dark darkemng room, through which imper- 
ceptibly the current of tune flowed, held truth sunk somewhere 
m It, as the nver held the boat The very possibflity might not 
allow her to rest agam — but what, now she was forcmg herself 
to think of It, was the possibility? Cousm Francis might have, 
mdeed must have (for if, as Robert said, he was mad, he was still 
no fool) taken a closeish look at Harnson s credentials and been 
satisfied As against that, Cousm Francis was safely dead, so could 
not be asked — or rather, could be asked, as often as Stella chose, 
and could be rehed upon not to answer She understood, with a 
shock, that here was a question she would be prepared to put to 
the dead only — why? Because the answer could mean too much 
She had not yet, m London, made one move towards checking up 
on Harrison Was he what he had made himself out to be? Was 
he m the position to know what he said he knew, to act as he had 
told her he could > She could have come at all three answers 
what evasion to teU herself she could not* She was not, as she 
had mdeed told Hamson, a woman who did not know where to 
go, these last years she had hved at the edge of a chque of war, 
knowing who should know what, commandmgasort of language 
m which nothmg need be ever exacdy said Now she looked 
back at that Sunday — how many weeks ago? — when Hamson 
had come to her with the story ‘Who are you, to know?" she 
had m so many words said Had he more than discreetly shifted 
his ^yes? — she could or dared not be certam, she remembered 
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only what she had felt As a whole her memory of that evenmg 
was distorted, a thmg of blurs, inconsistencies, bruises and blanks 
and queries, such as can but be left by any mtemally dreadfully 
violent scene Smce then, it might have shifted further out of the 
true She did, however, somewhere keep one impression — that 
Harrison had not so much defied as mvited her to check up 
What had he expected her to do? Or had he expected her to 
do nothing? — m that case, he had been nght She had asked 
nobody anythmg about Harnson — why, yes, but of course she 
had had she not asked Robert? She had asked Robert nothmg 
about himself — but, agam, what but a question about himself 
had been, really, the question about Harnson? On that occasion 

— flippancy, boredom, love how sweet, how grateful had the 
diversion been^ Diversion, not answer, not end, only beginning 

— beginning of her watch on Robert’s doors and windows, her 
doggmg of the step of his thoughts, her search for the mterstices 
of his mind Her espionage — but, apparently, better that. 
Better that than what? Than the saymg of 1 am told you are 
sellmg our country are you?’ She should by now, Robert might 
well reply, be able to judge for herself whether that could be 
possible And he would be right, she should know — her havmg 
ever asked must end all equabihty between them A demonstra- 
tion of innocence, as from him to her, could be nothmg but icy 
cold — the more final it were, the more it must be final to every- 
thing Volatility was a great part of Robert, but not the whole of 
him — laugh he might, but as a man he would not forgive her . . 
Or, he could lie, or rather, he once agam — the first he spoken 
not being, m most cases, the first he acted — Is he,’ Harnson had 
wanted to know, ‘anythmg of an actor?’ — factor, to her and for 
her so very good an actor, then why not actor also of love? 
Incalculably calculatmg, secretly adverse, knowmg, withheld 
had Robert been, all this time, from the starf* No, no, no, she 
thought* better anythmg ^ Better what, then® Better to hear him 
say: ‘Smce you have chosen to ask me — yes/ That wojtild be 
love, that would be the consummation. What m effect were 
they but one another’s accomphees already, deep mto, ^and 
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involving everything else m, the confederacy of love? Stop - 
stop him? It would be stopped when Harrison closed the trap. 
The lamp, borne by Mary, came to the open door 
‘Mary, will you put the lamp m the drawing-room?* 

‘Oh, there*s no fire lit there, ma*am ** 

‘I shan’t be long * 

It was not so cold m there, the shuttered drawing-room had 
conserved a temperature of its own Evidently Donovan and the 
girls, m findmg anything at fault m the tranquil chill, had finer 
senses than Stella mdeed, it was most of all with the sense of 
some sense m herself missmg that she looked, from mirror to 
mirror, mto misted extensions of the room She was proof 
agamst it Constramed to touch thmgs, to make certain that they 
were not their own reflections, she explored veneers and 
mouldmgs, corded edges, taut fluted silk with the nerves of her 
fingers, she made a lustre tinkle, breathed on the dome over a 
spray of birds, opened the piano and struck a note, knowmg all 
the time she was domg nothmg more than amuse herself, if she 
could amuse herself, and was outside the society of ghosts Was 
It not sad, though, that a drawmg-room should have so little 
power over a woman’ — wondermg why, she carried the lamp 
to meet one of its own reflections m a mirror, and, Iiftmg it, 
studied the romantic face that was still hers She became for the 
moment immortal as a portrait Momentanly she was the lady of 
the house, with a smile moulded agamst the drapery of darkness 
She wore the look of everything she had lost the secret of bemg 
There was somethmg mexorable in the judgment she turned 
away fi:om it After aU, was it not chiefly here m this room and 
under this illusion that Cousm Nettie Morris — and who now 
knew how many more before her’ — had been pressed back, hour 
by hour, by the hours themselves, mto cloudland? Ladies had 
gone not qmte mad, not quite even that, from m vam listenmg 
for meanmg m the loudenmg tickmg of the clock (She hstened, 
looking back over her shoulder at the cbmneypiece m the 
marble centre, silence — the gilt nymphs* arms upheld only a 
faceless hollow ) Virtue with nothmg more to spend, honour 

i<56 



saying notiimg, but both present Both, also, nsmg and fol- 
lowing the hstener when she left the drawing-room, she had 
been unaccompanied by them along no path she took There- 
fore, her kmd knew no choices, made no decisions — or, did they 
not? Everythmg spoke to them — the design m and out of which 
they drew their needles, the bird with its little claws drawn to its 
piteously smooth breast, dead, away in the woods the quickening 
strokes of the axes, then the fall of the tree, or the child upstairs 
crymg out terrified m its sleep No, knowledge was not to be 
kept from them, it sifted through to them, stole up behind them, 
reached them by mtimations — they suspected what they refused 
to prove That had been their deasion So, there had been the 
cases of the enactment of ignorance havmg become too much, 
msupportable mside those sheltered heads Also m this room they 
had reached the climax of their elation at showmg nothmg — 
hearmg their dresses rustle, fearlessly mterceptmg flashes from 
their bracelets, rmgs and from the brooches nested on their 
bosoms m the lace, they had looked about them at the lights, 
flowers, figures of gentlemen, flower-painted cups on the silver 
tray Victory of society — but not followed, for the victors, by 
peace — for remammg waitmg m here for them had been those 
unfinishable hours m which they could only reflect agam And 
though seated together, hems of their skirts touching, each one 
of the ladies had not ceased m herself to reflect alone, their how- 
ever candid and clear looks in each others’ eyes were mterchanged 
wammgs, their conversation was a tw inkl ing surface over their 
deep silence Virtually they were never to speak at all — unless 
to the little bird lymg big with death on the path, the child bemg 
comforted out of the nightmare without wakmg, the leaf 
plucked still quivermg from the felled tree 
The crossbars of the shutters stood out against the panels 
horizontally black, the one iron note m the room She put down 
the heavy lamp agam on a table That was that — or, could there 
still be somethmg more^* That her own life could be aichapter 
missmg from this book need not mean that the story was at an 
end; at a pause it was, but perhaps a pause for the tunung-pomt? 
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There was still to be seen what came of Cousm Francis’s 
egotistic creative boldness with regard to the future, of his 
requisitioning for that purpose of Roderick A man of faith has 
always a son somewhere 

For her part, she never would agree that Roderick had been 
victimized he had been fitted mto a destmy, better, it seemed to 
her, than freedom m nothmg She set herself to amuse herself 
m a different key, by wondermg what this room might say to 
Roderick’s wife For marriage — so far so mconceivable m the 
case of Roderick that she had not besnrred herself to envisage her 
daughter«m-law — could not but be somewhere m the directive, 
as Roderick chose to read it, from Cousm Francis It was usual m 
this house to brmg home a wife if that had not yet occurred to 
him. It would Bom but not till now thought of, that future 
creature came mto bemg mistily — m fact, smce Stella having 
no daughter could not conjure up youthfulness other than her 
own, the daughter-m-law curled formmg like ectoplasm out of 
Stella’s flank Unmistakably, however, from the bride’s fluid 
anatomy stood out eyes — unspent and fearless 

Dayhght, nothmg but afternoon m here for the newcomer, 
out there, a summery river flowmg towards the wmdows The 
room would be to be marvelled at, nothmg more than that Of 
how much, of what, or by whom, the entermg smilmg new- 
comer had been disembarrassed she never would know — the 
fatal connection between the past and future havmg been broken 
before her time It had been Stella, her generation, who had 
broken the link — what else could this be but its broken edges 
that she felt gratmg mside her soul» 

Yes, tbs for the bride would be a room to be first marvelled 
at, then changed Required to mean what they had not, old 
things would be pushed mto a new position, those which could 
not comply, wbch could not be made to pick up the theme of 
the new song, would go For mstance, here, hung m a comer so 
far out g{ day or lamplight’s reach that Stella, to see, had to strike 
a match, was one picture to banish Evidently, it had been tom 
from a magazine of years ago, it had been stuck crooked mto an 
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alien frame — a liner gomg down m a blaze with all lights on, 
decks and portholes shimng, of one half already plunged in the 
black ocean, the other reared up agamst the sky * Nearer my God to 
Thee The Titanic igi2 * The significance of this drawmg- 
room picture of Cousin Nettie’s would never be known 
Stella woke next morning not knowmg where she was, or 
when Her place m time had been lost A certainly new day 
penetrated the curtams, but which day? Her watch told her the 
hour, but then so did instmct — what she was forced to grope for, 
as though for her identity, was the day of the week, the month of 
the year, the year Supme, she tried to read somethmg mto the 
pattern of the hght-yellowed curtams Yesterday no postman 
had come, there had been no sign of a newspaper, ash dust had 
once more settled on the knobs of the wireless She began 
countmg back on her fingers to die last date certam, that of her 
leaving London, then stopped short she remembered another 
morning of wakmg only to Robert’s face Were these deep 
sleeps of hers periodic trances, her spmds passing mto another 
season? Were they the birth-sleeps, each time, of some profound 
change? That would be to be proved, she got up and drew the 
curtams — this mommg no swans were on the nver 
This was a day of October size, of unearthly disassociation 
from everythmg Her appomtment to meet the steward, to go on 
with their busmess, was for eleven o’clock — after breakfast, there- 
fore, she crossed the gravel sweep, stepped over the parapet and 
made her way down the steep unshorn slope to the river A first 
breath of frost had crisped and tufted the grass here by the sunny 
water’s edge she stood, hands m pockets, overcoat collar up, 
bhnkmg and lookmg mto the current, then she turned and began 
to walk up the valley Yes, October for a few days more — how 
long this autumn had felt, the season might have been staymg 
for her decision In the valley there was somethmg decisive about 
the narrowmg of this path so many feet must have trodden with- 
out a swerve Here where she paused and stood, between the sun- 
shafted beech trees, it was as though the answer had already 
provided itself and did not matter This was the peace of the 
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moment m which one sees the world for a moment innocent of 
oneself. One cannot remam away while she looked up at sun- 
pierced tnumphant golden fans of leaves it began again to be she 
who saw them StiU, though, dus was the early mormng of a 
umque day the very day m which — who knew? — something 
might mtervene to save her She was at the foot of the most 
advancmg promontory of the Mount Morris woods, at the pomt 
where, home forward on mside rock, they most nearly 
approached the river A rapture of strength could be felt m the 
nsmg tree trunks rooted gnppmg the slope, and m the stretch of 
the boughs; and there travelled through the layered, ht, shaded, 
thinn ing and crossing fohage, and was deflected downward on to 
the laurels, a breathless glory In the hush the dead could be 
imagmed retummg from all the wars, and, tummg the eyes from 
arch to arch of boughs, from ray to ray of hght, one knew some 
expectant sense to be tuned m to an unfimshed symphony 
of love 

The seemmg of this to be for ever was astonishing — until a leaf 
fell slowly, veermg towards her eyes as though she had brought 
time with her mto the wood 

There cannot be a moment m which nothmg happens She 
heard or imagmed she heard a call from the house behind her, and 
turned to walk back towards it Ahead of her and above she at 
once saw Donovan standmg on the parapet up there, makmg 
gestures, unbearably shoutmg mto the air between him and her 
She sent back a gesture of not hearmg, feelmg her heart beat as 
she quickened her step he steadied himself agam on the parapet 
before shapmg both hands mto a megaphone Vowels rolled 
down the valley, the elder taller Donovan girl stepped up and 
stood beside her father 
‘ Egypt*’ 

‘Wait, 

‘Montgomery’s through*’ 

‘Mdhtgomeryj’ 

‘A ternble victory!’ 

Sun blmded her from above the roof of the house as she 
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stumbled up the slope, pulling at grass tufts, stopping to shade 
her eyes She panted ‘A victory m a day?’ 

It’s the war turning ’ 

‘How did you hear?’ 

‘It’s all through the country — Come up with you, ma’am ’ 

Donovan reached out to her, their handclasp settled mto a 
grip then a puU upward from him He had got her alongside him 
on the copmg the better to transfix her with impatient prophetic 
eyes ‘I would give much,’ he said, ‘to have a hat to bare my 
head with the day’s famous * 

‘It’s a beautiful day, m any event,’ said Hannah, temperately, 
speakmg for the first time 

On Donovan there came down the loneliness of a man among 
women ‘Mr Moms should have hved to see this,’ he said. 
Donovan had the doom of seemg this day alone wherever the 
dead may be, they are gone Standmg to attention between 
Stella and Hannah he was a rocky profile, gnawmg at the distance 
with his eyes, seemg an Egyptian rollmg apocalyptic battle at the 
end of the valley His hps moved silently till he declared aloud: 
‘We bred a very fast general Didn’t I say to you he’d be a fast 
general? Hasn’t he got them on the run?’ 

Stella began to feel giddy on the parapet She said ‘But, all 
at once?’ 

Donovan turned and said ‘He has broken through ’ 

Haimah so far had stood with her forehead raised m docile 
imitation of her father After his last words she seemed to search 
the view and the mormng, but to find their shimng calmness as 
unchanged as her own The oblation to victory bemg taken by 
her to be now ended, she stepped down quietly from the parapet 
and began to wander towards the house Perhaps unwillmg to 
leave the sunshme for the chilly shadow of Mount Morris, or 
just hopmg her father might call her back to declare that, for 
whatever reason, this was a holiday, she looked back once, her 
face a moon m daylight between divided hair Hannah was 
beautiful — a year older, yet somehow further back than her 
sister Mary. This was Stella’s first full view of her in daylight. 
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stayed below stairs over her cooking, or was to be heard 
calling her poultry in a low, wary voice, shy while a stranger 
was m the house Now, to find herself standing on this great 
open sweep m front of the mansion seemed to amaze her she was 
a flower oily out today Childish for sixteen years, she wore the 
gravity of her race, somethmg was added to her beauty by her 
apartness from what was gomg on, her mountam-blue eyes had 
i^erited the colour of trouble but not the story Havmg not a 
thought that was not her own, she had not any bought, she was 
a young girl already upon her unmenaced way to Heaven Her 
roughened hands hung folded loosely over her apron 
Stella, also makmg for the house, became becalmed m the 
orbit of Hannah’s gaze She smiled at the girl, but there was 
nothmg — most of all at this moment nothmg — to be said 
Whenever m the future that Mount Morns mirage of utter 
victory came back to her, she was to see Hannah standmg there 
m the sunshine, mdiflerent as a wand 
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CHAPTER TEN 


W B must be rtmnmg late/ the passengers had been saying 
from time to time, uncertairJy glancmg at one another 
as though the feeling of lateness might be subjective, 
then at the blmded windows of the carnage ‘Whereabouts 
would we be now? — how far are we along?* Now and then 
somebody m a comer prised at a blind’s edge, put an eye to the 
crack — but it was useless, Midland canals and hedges were long 
gone from view, not a hill or tower showed through the drape 
of mght, every main-lme landmark was blotted out. Only a loud 
catastrophic roar told them, even, when they were m a tunnel 
But by now speed had begun to slacken, from the sound of the 
tram, more and more often constricted deep m cuttmgs between 
and under walls, they must be entenng London no other aty’s 
built-up density could be so strongly felt Now, with what felt 
like the timidity of an mtruder, the tram crept, jarred nervily, 
came to halts with steam up — allowmg traffic over the metal 
bridges and shimtmg on wastes of Imes to be heard Passengen 
who had not yet reached down their bags from the racks now 
shot up and did so Stella was among them The fatigue of the 
long day’s journey had, while it numbed Her body mto a trance, 
reduced her mmd to one smgle thought she was fixed upon what 
she meant to say Her hope that Robert would come to meet her 
had become the hope that she might speak soon 
Euston All the way down the tram doors burst open while the 
mky nbbon of platform still slipped by Nobody could wait for 
the train to stop, everybody was hurlmg themselves on London 
as though they, too, must act upon some inhuman resolution 
before it died down She, now it came to the pomt, was to he 
the last to leave the carnage, she stopped to stare at herself, as 
though for the last time, m the mirror panel over the seat. 
Pickmg up her suitcase, steppmg out on to the platform, she 
looked from left to nght, then began to walk along the flank of 
the tram. The few blued lights of the station just showed the 
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vaultings up into gloom, toppling trolleys cut through the people 
heavmg, thrusting, tripping, peermg Recognition of anybody 
by anybody else seemed hopeless — those hopmg to be met, 
hopmg to be claimed, thrust hats back and turned up faces 
drownmgly Arrival of shades m Hades, the new dead scanned 
dubiously by the older, she thought she could have thought, but 
she felt nothmg — till her heart missed a beat, her bemg filled like 
an empty lock with a shock of love she saw Robert’s tall turning 
head 

The whole return of sensation made her smtcase, of whose 
heaviness she had been unconscious, tear suddenly at her arm- 
muscles: she put It down — ^ Robert 
This was to be hke Donovan trymg to make the victory news 
heard Robert, still stock still, posted under a hght, went on 
writing oflf, glance by glance, the faces surgmg towards him, his 
igari disassociation from other people never more marked She 
dived for her smtcase to lug it forward when again she looked 
he was gone from where he had been Despair made her press 
her lips. Then, before she knew, imder her elbow was his hand 
‘What a needle m a bundle of hay,’ he said 
The smtcase dropped beside them he held her by the lapels of 
her coat, lookmg unbehevingly at his thumbs on the pattern of 
the tweed ‘ Where have you been, Stella^’ 

‘Anyway, here I am ’ 

*Yet, now — but time can be frightful — Come on, come 
along — let’s get out of this^’ He steered her out towards the 
arches, the mam stream was headmg another way 
‘Why this way^’ 

‘Why? — because I have got a car ’ 

‘Where from»’ 

‘Where cars come from ’ 

‘I never thought,’ she said ‘But I must say it’s wonderful— a car * 
‘There’s just one snag — Ernestine’s m it ’ 

*Err^stmel — Robert, good heavens, why?’ 

‘She thought she would pop up,’ said Robert vaguely ‘Busi- 
ness or somethmg, I think she said She rang up this afternoon 
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from Harrods, saying this would be a surpnse for me, and was 
It Yes, I know, darhng, but I lost my head when she rang I 
was just at the height of the middle of somethmg else She said 
she was stoppmg up overnight, and what was I domg with< 
myself this evenmg? I said unfortunately I had got to meet some- 
body at a station ‘‘Dear me,” she said, “I didn't know anybody 
was as helpless as that these days, unless it is anybody important ” 

I couldn't think of anythmg but the truth “In that case,” she 
said, “I might as well come along, we can have our chat on the 
way I don't m the least mmd meetmg Mrs Rodney, as I've 
already met her ” Yes, I do know, darling, but there it was 

— either Ernestine now or Ernestine later on And all we do now 
IS, drop her back at her friend's ' 

‘But she’ll have to have dinner with us, won't she?’ 

‘No, we've gone mto that she's had an early bite She is, you 
know, mdependent if not tactful — Stella, you love me?' 

‘Why?’ 

‘Then nothmg matters ’ 

Through a mizzle of rain Robert had been vaguely turning his 
torch on the number-plates of a short Ime of cars parked 
secretively under a sweatmg wall Animated thumpmg upon a 
wmdow at this pomt brought the search to a close, a chaufieur 
threw away a cigarette, jumped to attention, smartly opened the 
car upon a peal of laughter ‘Well,' shouted Ernestine, bundlmg 
round mvisibly inside there like a ferret, ‘better late than never! 

— How-d’you-do, Mrs Rodney? You must be dead ' 

‘Not quite How nice to see you agam ’ 

‘ “See” IS good^ — And how was the Emerald Isle** Beef steak? 
Plenty of eggs and bacon 

‘I'm sorry my tram was so late ' 

‘Yes, of all ways to spend an evenmg m London*' said Robert. 
‘Still, this was Erme's choice ' 

‘Never mmd,' said Emestme, ‘blood is thicker than water. 
And I snatched the chance to relax, which I rarely can Tomorrow 
I shall have qmte a mommg, I am due at Headquarters at nme 
sharp We're orgamzmg a regional check over.' 
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‘oh yes, I see ’ 

‘Over there, I suppose, no one realized a war was on?’ 

‘On the contrary, we thought there had been a victory ’ 

‘We really don’t seem to be doing too badly,’ admitted 
Ernestine modestly The car, having moved off, was nosmg some 
secret route to the Euston Road — Robert sat facing the other 
two on a let-down seat, there were moments when his silhouette 
could just be seen He had tucked the mock-fur rug over Stella’s 
knees, what was left of it over some oudymg part of Ernestine - 
who, with a hoot, observed that the age of chivalry was not dead 
‘It IS new to see Robert puttmg himself about,’ she added, ‘though 
I can’t say I think a car of this size necessary — for all we know, 
just this extra amount of petrol might have made all the difference 
to Montgomery, though of course it’s too late to think of that if 
you have really taken it for the evemng It’s Mrs Rodney I’m 
sorry for, I should think she must be feeling somewhat over- 
powered — I know I should be if I were her I always think it 
kmder not to let people feel one has put oneself out for them 
But Robert’s m some ways unhke me ’ 

‘What did you say?’ said Robert, tummg round with a 
start 

‘I said you were m some ways unlike me Shouldn’t you agree 
with me, Mrs Rodney? They say an outsider sees still more — 
Where are we now, Robert?’ 

‘I have no idea ’ 

‘The man understands we are gomg to Earl’s Court? Very 
well, if you dtd tell him, you told him, but how was I to know? 
You seemed so fussed at the station I should have expected 
you to know your way about London hke a cat ’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘1 should have thought imder the circumstances that would 
be essential,’ said Emestme m a low, sigmficant tone. ‘How- 
ever ’ Remmded of something, she snapped her bag open 
to chock its contents by touch, which was done convulsively 
Stella, who had for some time been leanmg back with her eyes 
closed, at last said: ‘I hope you have not lost anything?’ 
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‘I hope so, Tm sure^ — Dear me, I thought you had gone to 
sleeps’ 

‘One might have thought so,’ agreed her brother, whose 
undetected hand lightly lay on the rug over Stella’s knee ‘In 
fact, one would hardly know she was in the car — I suppose you 
are thinking,’ he said to Stella, ‘are you?’ 

‘I suppose I must be ’ 

‘I’m practically certam it must be somewhere* went on 
Ernestine ‘Oh how helpful it would be if one could only see! 
I remember puttmg it in this morning, and I have not let my 
handbag out of my hand since This is the worst of having so 
many irons in the fire --Ah! here we are* I thought so! — 
What were we saying, Robert?’ 

‘Nothmg particular Or, you may care to ask Stella what 
she’s thinking ’ 

Robert’s manner to Ernestine was always less insolent than his 
words, it had, rather, a sort of provocative unindifFerence, as 
though there were always something he could not leave alone 
It was evident — as during that afternoon at Holme Dene — that 
he must trail his coat, and that he felt for his elder sister a fond- 
ness which, havmg some element of perversity, was meradicable. 
Bizarre as it might seem, Stella understood that this evemng he 
would not really gladly have forfeited this dnve, if for no other 
reason than that it meant gearing down Ernestine provided a 
valuable outlet for his tiresomeness — a quality either dammed up 
or circumvented in his relation with Stella She, for her part, 
found herself wondering how far, and even in what direction, 
frustrated tiresomeness could go All at once she felt towards 
Ernestme the sort of attraction jealousy can create — to the pomt 
of wondermg what would happen if she were to try slipping her 
arm through Robert’s sister’s She wondered how Ernestine’s 
arm would feel She wildly contemplated, even, a conversation 
with Ernestine about Robert before it was too late — could there 
befounda vocabulary for anything so scandalizing, so impossible? 

Ernestine, havmg snapped her bag shut agam, tested^ both 
clasps ‘That,’ she remarked, ‘ought to be a lesson to me to not 
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worry ^ — What, you expect me to offer Mrs Rodney a penny 
for her thoughts? I should hope not, indeed May nobody thmk 
m peace? They say it is most restful of all to make the mind a 
complete blank, but as I know that is easier said than done In 
any case, ask no questions and you’ll get told no lies — Don’t 
you, Mrs Rodney, find that to be a golden rule?’ 

Robert, by suddenly letting his hand fall off the rug, seemed to 
leave Stella done to answer The car braked smoothly and pulled 
up opening her eyes she met the lights red against it It was at 
such a moment, she recollected, that many prisoners had made 
the escape leap she went so far as to attempt to look, calculatingly 
through the misted safety glass beside her The impression of 
bemg m a wood gave place to one of phantasmagoric architec- 
ture improbable m London 

‘I’m certain,’ she lightly exclaimed aloud, ‘we have never been 
wherever this is before^ — No, as a matter of fact, Mrs Gibb, 
I am not hke that anythmg I did want to know I should ask, 
always If I am told lies, I expect I am none the wiser You 
would really feel, would you, that I ask for them> I’ve no idea 
how many I may have been told ’ 

‘When? — why? — who by?’ said Robert ‘Never I hope by 
me’ 

Emestme rapped out ‘There you go again ^ Was Mrs Rodney 
saymg so for a moment? I suppose, Robert, you are not the only 
person in the world®’ 

The hghts changed, the car moved forward Robert self- 
centredly hghted a cigarette, then said ‘No, I suppose not * 

‘Goodness me,’ cned Ernestine, turning to Robert’s friend, 
‘I’m afraid I could not take the idea so calmly^ Be told a he® — 
I would sooner a spider walkmg down my back, or even a rat 
dead under the boards, or defective drains ^ I should be sorry for 
anybody trying to he to me This may be due to our upbrmging, 
but I can’t say I’m sorry I was brought up to be sensitive on 
that subject, and I must say lam So was Robert brought up, 
we all'^were — I imagme few families spoke the truth more I am 
still extremely particular with my sister’s children, and as for my 
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own boy, I notice he colours up if he even has to prevaricate 
Our father always used to look at us straight in the eye — Robert 
will remember A fib, we knew, would have quite broken his 
heart As for our mother, she of course is practically able to read 
thoughts No, as children we should have never dreamed of 
attempting to hide anything ’ 

*We never should have succeeded,’ Robert said 
‘We should have been ashamed to try ’ 

‘What,’ asked Stella abruptly, ‘were you truthful about 
‘That depended,’ said Ernestine, somewhat taxed ‘We may 
not have been talkative as a family —’ 

‘Under the arcumstances,’ said Robert, ‘could we have been 
anything but the opposite^ We were consumed by a silent envy 
of liars — and, if you ask me, Ernie, so are you still Just look 
at the way you resent them, it’s neurotic ’ 

Ernestine could but laugh ‘That really is good^’ she said 
‘However, do by all means let us change the subject — whoever 
began it?’ 

‘You did’ 

‘No, I don’t think anyone did,’ said Stella ‘It was plus fort 
que nous, it was in the air ’ 

‘Possibly you, Stella, brought it back from Ireland on you, like 
a cold or ’flu? Oh, all right, then, perhaps not In that case 
you must mean this is a haunted car ’ 

‘Hired cars of this type could some pretty curious tales unfold, 
I shouldn’t wonder,’ said Ernestine ‘The fact is that nobody up 
to any good would dream of taking one, these days, if I may be 
allowed to say so Still, Robert, you and I don’t so often have 
the chance of a talk, and if we have dwelled a little on old times 
I’m sure Mrs Rodney will excuse us,’ She next gave her whole 
attention to the window on her side ‘Hi^’ she suddenly cried, 
Uhat looks to me suspiciously like Gloucester Road Station ^ If so, 
does the man know where to go now?’ 

Evidently he did A minute or two later they had deposited 
Ernestme at the foot of the steps of her fnend’s house, v^atched 
her make successful use of her latchkey, and driven off again 
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Robert, getting back into the car after the goodnight, settled into 
what had been Ernestine’s place The atmosphere of the 
cushioned darkness, however, was still uncertam, the change 
down from three to two persons bemg hardly ever simple 
Across Ernestine the lovers had spoken to one another with a sort 
of edgy directness not used before, they had nearly burlesqued 
themselves — yes, lookmg back at the drive, it was Emestme who 
m her own way had been irreproachable Now, no other 
vocabulary, least of all that of silence, at once offered itself Stella 
asked ‘Who*s she staying with?’ 

‘Oh, a friend left over from the last war They were V A D 's 
together She has never had time to know people for no reason ’ 

‘Yes, I could imagme most of her friends would be friends of 
circumstance ’ 

‘That couldn’t,’ he said, ‘ever be true of us?’ 

Stella continued ‘Now she’s mdoors she’ll be able to go 
through everythmg m that handb^ properly Considering 
everythmg, she showed great self-control Didn’t she?’ 

‘Yes — But you ignore what I say ’ 

‘I thought It didn’t make sense I cannot be alone with you all 
at once, you must let me run on It is a shock just to be meeting 
agam, perhaps It was a shock seemg you there at Euston -- it’s 
inconceivable that I could have forgotten what you’re hke, but 
had I? There was somethmg I hadn’t allowed for — you? . 
love? One can qmte forget how love acts ’ 

‘You don’t r^y hke how it acts? You are not happy?’ 

‘Lunatic! — But I am thrown out I had seemed to myself to 
be coming back with such a clear mmd, and you have no idea 
how I need one ’ 

‘I knew you’d come back full of some thought I know you 
have been all by yourself m that house, but all the same I feel 
jealous, as though somehow you’d been spendmg your time with 
some sort of enemy of mme, or rival So far the best has been 
my touching your coat ’ He put out a hand, to contmue to feel 
and fc^ow die herrmgbone of the cuff - and that contact, or its 
suggestion of exclusiveness, hke a blind man’s experience, made 
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her m turn jealous, or at any rate lonely. ‘With this,’ he said, 
rubbing lightly on the tweed, ‘I know where I am — your coat’s 
just the same ’ 

‘You have no enemy anywhere m me*’ 

He said qmckly ‘Why should you have to say that? 

‘Why mdeedJ> My darhng, who could hke to feel less welcome 
back again than her own coat! Surely either we know each other 
absolutely or not at all — and how can we possibly wonder 
which? You’re right m one way m what you said just now: 
we are friends of circumstance — war, this isolation, this atmo- 
sphere m which everyihmg goes on and nothmg’s said Or we 
began as that that was what we were at the start — but now, look 
how all this rum’s made for our perfectness! You and I are an 
accident, if you like — outside us neither of us when we are to- 
gether ever seems to look How much of the “you” or the “me” 
ts, even, outside of the “us”? The smallest, tntest thmg I could be 
told about you by any outside person would soimd preposterous 
to me if I did not know it So I have no measure — What were 
you going to say?’ 

‘Nothmg — why? I didn’t speak ’ 

‘Then, give me a cigarette ’ 

Robert wound down the wmdow m order to drop out the 
spent match there came m, damp, the tired physical smell of 
London ‘A car like this,’ he remarked, ‘that as she says nobody 
has been up to any good m, at any rate ought to be full of ash 
trays so far, I haven’t come on one — I’d be happier if I could 
see your face ’ 

‘We’ve just as often not seen each other’s faces — Two months 
ago, now, nearly two months ago, somebody (to give you an 
example) came to me with a story about you They said you 
were passmg information to the enemy 

‘I what>" he said blankly 

She repeated the statement, addmg ‘I did not know what to 
tbtnk * 

‘I don’t wonder ’ But he reconsidered that ‘Yes, I do ponder 
rather At you — what an extraordmary woman you are!’ 
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‘why, Robert? What would a not extraordinary woman have 
done?’ 

‘Well, I don’t know, really — no, I have no idea. What did 
you do 5’ 

‘Nothing that’s what I am telhng you — It’s not true, is it?’ 

‘Two months ago ’ he marvelled ‘You say, two months 
ago? There’s certainly nothmg like thmkmg a thmg over Or 
did It simply happen to shp your memory till tonight? No, 
though, I don’t think you mean me to take it you never thought 
of It twice In that case, why not just have come and asked me? 
What would have been wrong with that» — but that was too 
simple, apparently Why, I suppose one will never know?’ 

She was imable to speak 

He went on* ‘That is what beats me^ If it was tact, it’s the 
funniest I’ve ever come across Whatever did you think? — that 
I might take umbrage?’ He subsided, for half a minute, mto 
nonplussed reflection, from which he broke out again with ‘My 
God, what a conversation ^ And you tell me you never meet 
anybody remarkable — who ms this?’ 

‘Harrison ’ 

‘Who’s thatJ* — Harrison who^*’ 

‘No, just Harnson The man I met at the funeral 

‘Then the fewer funerals you go to the better, I should say 
Of course, yes I remember you spoke of him, but I thought you 
said he was such a bore? He sounds far from a bore to me ’ 

‘But It isn’t true, is it»’ 

Robert could be felt tummg round slowly, unwmdmg himself 
from lethargy, frivohty, forbearance, whatever it had been, to 
stare at the place where she mvisibly was Incredulity not only 
shook his voice but removed it to such a distance that he and she 
might no longer have been m the same car He spoke, when he 
began to speak, as a man who, m an emergency more fantastic, 
more beyond the possibilities of experience, than any man should 
be asked to meet, casts round him for words at random, realizes 
their futility before uttermg them, but does all the same utter them, 
as the only means of castmg them from him agam, rejected 
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‘But It can’t be true that you’re asking me thise If it could 
have come to that, if you were, would it matter very much what 
I said — to you, I mean? If you could come to ^at, nothmg 
would matter, would it’ What do you want me to say? There’s 
nothing to say— what does one say m a situation that doesn’t 
make sense? Between you and me this is mconceivable The 
whole thmg’s so completely unreal to me that I can’t believe it 
isn’t unreal to you it must be ’ 

‘Yes, It IS But It — ’ 

^What you re askmg isn’t the pomt — it’s immatenal, crazy, 
bramspun, out of a thriller Am I passmg stuff across’ No, of 
course not how could I be, why should I, what do you take me 
for’ What do you take me for’ — I’ve never asked myself What 
do I take you for? — You As to one thmg, we know we could 
never deceive each other, but that is just that, apparently — where 
you are concerned — just that, lovely but only that Which I 
didn’t realize — how was I to? How well you have acted with 
me for the last two months — two months, you say’ Someone 
comes to you with a story with you, the story takes — seeds 
itself in some crack that you felt between us Some crack — 
should I have known it was there? I, you see, simply thought we 
were happy Happy’ — I hardly thought that, even, I simply 
thought we were us You couldn’t — no’ —just have come and 
said “Listen, because this is what I’ve been told”’’ 

‘You have sometimes said that in one particular issue which 
might be found, anybody is capable of anythmg ’ 

‘Have I? I don’t remember,’ he said, bewildered 
‘I lost my head How was I to know what was true?’ 

‘How mdeed’’ said Robert, with frozen irony 
‘He said it would be dangerous to you to tell you ’ 

‘What he says, with you, then, cuts a good deal of ice?’ 

By silence she tried to waive that aside 
He went on ‘Then you acted on the assumption that it 
was true?’ 

‘How could I take any chances, when I love you’’ 

‘How pecuhar it seems that you should love me ’ 
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‘oh my darling, for God’s sake — this is breaking my 
heart*’ 

‘Am I?’ he asked, dully ‘Or are you saying so? How do you 
expect me to know what’s true, now? All I can see now is, how 
well you hide thmgs — you may have been havmg another lover 
all this time for all I know, and I’m not sure I wouldn’t rather it 
had only been that This other thmg seems colder, more up 
agamst me This thmg locked up mside you, yes, yes, but always 
secretly bemg taken out and looked at — and how without gomg 
mad am I to let myself imagme at what moments? In the night, 
how did I not hear it tickmg under the pillow like your watch? 
That*s of course quite simple — I am sold to you, sold to you, as 
you know So you’ve always been watchmg me while we’ve 
been together? — that can’t have been difficult, considermg all I 
show you While I’ve talked, you’ve been addmg up what I say? 
We have not, then, been really alone together for the last two 
months You’re two months gone with this * 

‘You did not feel any change ’ 

‘Somethmg in me, I suppose, must be gomg blmd ’ 

‘No, no, no Anythmg there could ever be to be felt m me 
you could never not feel That’s why I say — you didn’t feel any 
change ’ 

‘You keep up the appearance of love so beautifully ’ 

She turned away, tned to see through the window, repeatmg, 
‘This IS breaking my heart Please, Robert, please,’ she repeated 
‘WeU . ’ 

She heard a ghosdy hoot of a laugh, uttered by herself very 
much as though she were makmg use of something of Emestme’s 
left behind m the car ‘One thmg — I owe you an apology ’ 
‘You what»’ said Robert, now more gently, as though 
humourmg a deranged person, ‘Oh, as to that? Why, yes — if 
you like, I suppose you do ^ 

‘I don’t think I’ve known what I’ve been saymg ’ 

‘I suppose that’s possible.’ 

‘One can hve m the shadow of an idea without grasping it 
Nothmg ts really unthinkable, really you do know that But the 
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more one thinks, the less there’s any outside reality — at least, 
that’s so with a woman we have no scale ’ 

He made no reply 

^That’s all I can say,’ she ended up ‘How I have shocked you 
— but how I have shocked myself* Until I heard my own words, 
and hear you hear them, I really had no idea how not only 
horrible m itself but insulting to you, to any man, the idea was 
. Robert^’ 

‘Yes?’ 

‘You are still so silent ’ 

‘I am listenmg to you ’ 

‘But say something You must say sometlimg now ’ 

‘I was only thinkmg,’ he said, the liquidity of a smile commg 
mto his voice again for the first time, ‘you do not seem to have 
shown any very great patriotic fervour ’ 

‘No,’ she assented, hardly takmg this m For her trouble at 
the moment was physical, she was feelmg famt ~ the hand with 
which she had pushed her hat back, the hand she was trying to 
draw across her forehead, shook, and as for her fingers, it was as 
though they had blundered upon some unknown dead face m the 
dark All round was silence, but somethmg drummed m her ears 
This was what they called reaction? It seemed impermissible — 
It could look like appeal Had he not full nght to be as angry, as 
disonentated, as shaken m love for her as he was? As for her, 
should she hope not to suffer that shock to him? How easily she 
had taken him up to now, mdeed what presumptuousness love 
was After a moment or two she wound down the window 
on her side and drew a deep breath 
He heard the breath drawn ‘Anythmg more the matter?’ he 
suddenly said m his most hght, rational tone 
‘I think I’m weak with hunger I had nothmg but sandwiches 
m the tram ’ 

‘Then I’d imagme that’s what it probably is In a minute or 
two, I hope, we’ll be havmg dinner ’ 

‘Oh, shall we, still»’ 

‘One might not think so at this rate — what on earth’s the man 

185 



doing? Where does he think he’s got us to?’ Robert leant 
forward, shd back the driver’s panel and forcibly put a question 
to that effect, remarking ‘We are not just drivmg round London 
for the fun of the thmg Very much not,’ he said to Stella as 
he sat back again ‘What a conversation to have had before 
dinner, really, not to speak of at the end of a journey* Even I 
have had rather a day, too, even as days go Ernestme would not 
hear of our stoppmg to have a dnnk Y es, I see it was not a good 
plan brmgmg her along upsetting We’re both a bit light- 
headed — yes?’ 

‘Yes ’ 

‘Yes, a dnnk will sober us down ’ 

A sort of decorum of being known encompassed their table — 
they were served dinner late Themselves m the friendly 
restaurant, they sat down, by this hour the place was emptying, 
outside their orbit hghts were bemg put out, away m the distance 
m the penumbra waiters ghosthly drew off the other cloths The 
restaurant was wanmg, mdifferently relaxmg its illusion for the 
late-comers a pnvate illusion took its place Their table seemed 
to stand on their own carpet, they had a sensation of custom, 
sedateness, of bemg mside small walls, as though dmmg at home 
agam after her journey She told him about her Mount Morns 
sohtary suppers, m the middle of the library, the nm of the tray 
just not touchmg the base of the lamp, how she had sat facmg 
down the room to the door flitted through by Mary, the fire 
behmd her back softly fallmg m on its own ash — no, it had not 
been possible to feel lonely among those feelmg thmgs 
She had thought of Robert, but that was another matter She 
had imagined also, how, if he had been there — 

— But then, that would ail have been different, he mterposed 
And who had Mary been? And had the busmess been got 
through? — had there been time enough? Had the house been as 
she remembered it, after twenty-one yearsJ» 

Impossible to say, she said, impossible For m those twenty- 
one years she had thought about Mount Moms so very seldom -- 
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up all that ever went to their making, and according to what it 
draws on its nature is In dwellmg upon the constant for our 
reassurance, we forget that the loves m history have been 
agomzingly modem loves in their day War at present worked as 
a thmnmg of the membrane between the this and the that, it was 
a becommg apparent — but then what else is lovee 
No, there is no such thmg as bemg alone together Dayhght 
moves round the walls, mght rmgs the changes of its mtensity, 
everythmg is on its way to somewhere else — there is the presence 
of movement, that third presence, however still, however un- 
heedmg m their trance two may try to stay Unceasmgly some- 
thmg IS at Its work Even, each beat of the other beloved heart 
IS one beat nearer the destination, unknowable, towards which 
that heart is beatmg its way, imder what compulsion, what» — to 
love IS to be unescapably conscious of the question. To have 
turned away from everythmg to one face is to find oneself face 
to face with everythmg 

Stella shd Robert’s cup towards him slowly across the table, 
saymg ‘Oh, and one evenmg 1 went mto the drawmg-room 
there ’ 

‘And what was it like?’ 

‘Just like a drawmg-room — I had almost forgotten I 
imagmed Roderick’s vnfe m it one day why not, after all? But 
there was a picture of the Tttamc hangmg in one comer ’ 

‘I don’t imagme,’ he said, bent on some other thought, ‘that 
that would worry a girl ’ 

‘It was more that I — ’ 

But he cut in — ‘Stella 
‘Yes?’ 

‘Talkmg of that, why should we not marry?’ 

Up went her eyebrows ‘Talking of the Tttama* 

‘No, no “ talkmg of Roderick If anyone is to marry, why 
not us»’ 

‘You and I?’ 

‘Puf It that way,’ said Robert with pardonable irony, 
‘Anyway, why nop* 
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she drew a very deep breath, as though possibly the answer 
lay somewhere at the bottom of her lungs ‘We have got mto 
the way of not marrymg, I suppose It would be such a busmess, 
Robert, I can’t imagme it. There doesn’t seem to be much to 
marry for, at the moment, does there? Why not wait till we see 
what’s going to happen next? We always have ’ 

‘Yes, I know, but what I am saymg — ’ 

Yes, I know, but all that would have to drag up so much 
‘I can’t see why, and I cannot really see what . . You think I 
am bemg very conventional this evenmg^*’ 

‘Roderick would like it,’ she reflected, with an elbow on the 
table, supportmg her temple on her hand, obhquely followmg 
with her eyes a scroll m the damask pattern of the cloth ‘At 
least, I’d imagme so, wouldn’t you? Anyhow, I realized at Mount 
Morris that he really could not go on and on havmg a disreputable 
mother And he has such a feelmg for family, he would like 
everyone to be m it, mcludmg you Not that I’ve ever asked 
what he thinks of you, because that would be to ask what he 
thinks of us By now, I hardly know what he thinks of any thmg , 
but m prmciple, I’m certam, he’d be all for this So it’s not 
that ’ 

‘Well, then?’ 

‘Considermg everythmg,’ she said, narrowmg her eyes at tbs 
first allusion to the unhappy talk m the car, ‘tbs t$ very mcc of 
you, my darlmg — to ask me to marry you ’ 

‘Surely I often have?’ 

‘No, I don’t think so, not really, not so pomt-blank We have 
only talked about it die way we’ve talked about everythmg ’ 
She thought carefully ‘Tbs ts the first time, I know — m a way 
I wish you hadn’t chosen tomght ’ 

‘Why not? There’s notbng wrong with it now Anytbng 
one must say, one must say as soon as one can One cannot tune 
feelmg — at least, as you know, I can’t I suppose that’s where 
to women most men seem to blunder. No you must face it all 
* along the Ime I’m not half so clever as you seem to have thought 
— or half-thought The reason I want to marry you is that I 
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want to marry you — I can’t put up anything better, if that’s not 
enough. This came over me while you’ve been away, and I can’t 
wait to bring it out now you’re back I know you’re tired — but 
there you are The fact is I cannot bear you out of my sight * 

‘But I hardly ever am ’ 

‘I don’t know — aren’t you? I’m not so sure as I used to be 
about that ’ 

‘You think I run into trouble?’ she hazarded, glancmg at her 
nails 

‘Well, you do seem, don’t you,’ he mildly said, ‘to spin 
yourself up into rather pecuhar mare’s nests? 

‘Then I need lookmg after?’ 

‘Your friend What’s-his-name must have thought so If he 
thinks you should be more careful whom you take up with, so 
dol’ 

‘ “What’s-his-name”?’ she said edgily ‘You mean Harrison? 
It IS an easy name to remember ’ 

‘Harrison, then How if I, Stella, need lookmg after, toot 
It shook me, just now m the car, when you calmly said that 
where I, my life, was concerned anything, for all you knew, 
might be possible ’ 

‘ - Oh, never, Robert*’ 

‘Well, at any rate said After two years, what an enormity!’ 

‘I do see it was ’ 

‘How little you have been content to know Or have you 
and I never qmte been our ages?’ 

She bowed her head and said ‘I thought it had all been perfect ’ 

He said: ‘Yes, it’s all seemed perfect,’ — but at the same time 
slowly turned his head to look into one of the dusky distances of 
the restaurant ‘But as you,’ he went on, ‘must have begun to 
see two months ago, and as I saw when you came out with all 
that tonight, all the time there must have been a catch in it some- 
where We must have been about due to take this knock ’ Now, 
with an efiect of deliberation, he fixed his eyes on her face *— 
though somehow not, it appeared, on her Nor did those eyes 
appear to her to be his — they were black-blue, anarchical, 
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foreign ‘fd really rather now/ he said, "have things a little less 
perfect, if necessary All that can cost too much — lovely, yes, 
but there has never been any question of faith When it was a 
question of that, you were pariysed How am I to know what 
more reservations you may not still have in your mind? I see 
only one way of knowing — Are you going to marry me»’ 
"Robert, that’s simply forcing things*’ 

"Then you don’t want to? On the whole, you think, better 
not?’ 

She replied "Have you given me time to think at all»’ 

"Oh?’ he said quickly, checked — but at the same time reassured 
or mollified He made a less frozen movement and blinked his 
eyes shut when they reopened they were at least familiar 
"Haven’t I ?’ he asked, in a youthful uncertam tone "Is that all ? 

But it’s not such a new idea, or a wild one»’ 

‘You’ve made it sound wild,’ she said, with bnmming-over 
reproach, "Robert, browbeating me and contradicting yourself 
I may not have been sure where I was, but now I certainly don’t 
know where I am First you say, you’d made up your mmd 
while I was m Ireland to ask me to marry you, anyhow, when I 
came back, then you say, you feel forced to ask me because of 
something I said just now m the car — partly because it suddenly 
seems to you necessary to keep me under your eye, partly because 
you feel I really do owe some balm to your offended honour I 
can’t help it, darlmg, that’s how you make it sound — that the 
very least I can do is marry you, to prove to you I’m convinced 
that anything more I might possibly hear about you can’t be true 
Any of my own reasons to hesitate, to be m two minds, have got 
to go by the boards Nothing that’s ever counted counts, then? 
"What IS this — an emergency?’ 

He said, askance ‘What a tongue you have*’ 

"Have I?’ said Stella, taken aback ‘It does seem odd to be 
talkmg like this to you ’ 

‘Yes, I would rather you talked like that to Harrison.’ 

"Forgive me — But what did you really mean?’ 

He could hardly be blamed for sighing ‘It seemed to me/ he 
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said, was clear enough I asked you to marry me Perhaps I 
was mcoherent — but do, though, get this straight my having 
told you I wanted to marry you had not the remotest connection 
with anything youVe said If it hadn’t been so dreary m that car 
rd have asked you then In fact, I started out for the station so 
charged up that if it hadn’t been for Ernie sittmg there waiting 
for us I’d have asked you the instant I saw you on the platform 
Even, It may have been some confused new feelmg I’d started 
havmg about you which made me let Ernestine strmg along — 
after all, she’s my sister . No, I don’t say that what came up 
after we’d dropped her had no effect on me it did have this one - 
to make me more certam it was time we married The idea of 
anybody who likes commg along and fnghtenmg you is 
appallmg, Stella — Yes, I was hurt, too how could I hide that? 
You know you see right through me How could I not be hurt? 
For a moment the whole of love seemed futile if it couldn’t keep 
you from — from that fantastic thing ’ 

‘I saw It was fantastic ’ 

‘Still, you were frightened?’ 

‘It was only that I — ’ 

‘Yes, I thought you were frightened,’ said Robert, leaning 
back from the table as though to get the whole thmg mto 
farewell perspective ‘For me — but also of me, a little bit?’ 

‘It was simply that I — 

‘Perfect love,’ he said reflectively, ‘casts out fear — No, forget 
that, though, naturally that’s impossible — You love me?’ 

Eloquently she answered nothing whatever, not even looking 
up ‘We’re keepmg the waiter waitmg,’ she added after a 
moment 

‘Where?’ said Robert, lookmg at the bill, which had been for 
some time unobtrusively at his elbow, then putting notes on the 
plate 

‘Although,’ she said, ‘you still are wrong about one thmg not 
just “anybody” could frighten me — I do wish you’d find out 
who Harnson ts ’ 

‘Ask my spies? By all means — but is he anybody?’ 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

D earest mother It was a pity we had not more time the 
other day, though it was mce that you came at all It was 
extraordinary how much about there you had managed 
to notice, as you may guess I have not stopped thmking about it 
ever since, with a few mterruptions It was almost as if I had really 
at last been there, though not of course quite I have remem- 
bered various things I had meant to ask you, also I think there 
were one or two things I did say which perhaps you did not quite 
take in I don’t think, for mstance, you yet quite grasp how 
much it IS on my mmd about Cousm Nettie and that I really 
should do somethmg about her She may well feel she has had 
rather a bad deal From what I can make out from what you say 
she has not ever been more than shghtly off, and after all 
Mount Morris was once her home How would you feel if you 
sudd^y wanted to go back to a place, then found it had been 
given to someone else? 

One thing you cannot be blamed for not knowmg, because 
I decided I would not tell you imtil I saw what your attitude to 
the whole thmg was (and owmg to the short time we had and 
there being so much to say I don’t know that yet) is, that just 
before you went off to Ireland I wrote to the Wistana Lodge 
people to mquire how Cousm Nettie was and whether she does 
know Cousm Francis is dead Their reply I must say struck me 
as somewhat stufiy, and Fred agreed They wrote ambiguously 
about Heaven and everythmg now seemmg beautiful to Cousm 
Nettie As far as any plam statement was concerned the letter 
might have been written by one of their patients, though it was 
signed lolanthe Trmgsby She took up a thinly veiled ‘anyhow, 
what the hell is that to you>’ attitude which I did resent Would 
you or someone mmd sending her a hne explaining that after all 
I am now the head of the family I do not see how I can cgcplain 
that myself without sounding self-important, but it would be 
simpler if she grasped it Fred took an if anythmg still more dmi 
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view than I did, and said were we certain the Trmgsbys were not 
fishy? All I could reply to that was to quote you and say their 
position was delicate The fact remains that there Cousin Nettie 
IS, and that I hope to arrange to see her as soon as possible About 
this I intend to take up a firm Ime, and I do hope, mother, you 
will support me I shall apply for the pass I did not have the 
chance to apply for for Cousin Francis’s funeral, saying that a 
close relative for whom I am responsible has now had a mental 
breakdown and I must cope I can work out trains to get there 
and back m a day 

If you took m more than I thought you seemed to when I 
brought up this Cousm Nettie problem the other day, excuse me 
for brmgmg it up again All I don’t want is to take this impor- 
tant step without telhng you You see, the more you tell me 
about Mount Moms, the more I feel I have mherited Cousm 
Nettie with the place It is all very well to say she hates it and 
would go mad completely if she had to go back, but how can 
one tell? I really must see her and have her goodwill It would 
spoil everything if I was a usurper 

Even here we are quite impressed by the news from Egypt 
How particularly gratified Donovan must be, except that I now 
look unlikely to be a general But at this rate it really does look 
as though I might be at Mount Morris quite soon I suppose if 
I were one of my uncles I should be disappointed at the idea of 
the war bemg over before I had seen fightmg or even got a 
commission, but under the circumstances what can you expect* 
Though I must say I should like to be known as ‘the Captain 
when I live there Fred pomts out that it may still be necessary 
to mvade Europe 

Fred asks to be remembered, and says he much enjoyed his 
glimpse of you the other day He congratulated me on your 
being so young-looking. I hope you did not get back too tired 
and late? I’m sorry too there was not time for me to hear more 
about ^you, apart from Mount Moms So I am all the more 
lookmg forward to a letter next time you have time Try not to 
work too hard, and avoid worries If you don’t want to embroil 
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yourself m this Wistaria Lodge thing, don’t But I thought I 
ought, and of course I wanted to tell you Much love, 
from RODERICK 

P S Exactly how many acres did you say are to go under 
tillage this year? Also I forgot to ask you if there is a gun room, 
and if so what approximately would be its contents^ Or under 
present regulations are there none^’ 

Some days after the dispatch of this letter, Roderick rang the 
front door bell of Wistaria Lodge His air was expectant, but at 
the same time mild and accommodating As he stood, house 
and garden vibrated unseen a lorry went by on the road side of 
the high garden wall Otherwise everything was silence, the 
wistaria framed the white-pillared porch and the bay windows m 
Its hoary powerful arabesques This powerhouse of nothingness, 
hive of lives in abeyance, seemed to Roderick no more peculiar 
than any other abode The brass surround of the electric bell was 
blondely polished, and so seldom had he the pleasure of rmging 
bells that he was on the pomt of placing his thumb on the push 
again when the door opened a parlourmaid looked at him 
Convmcmgly got up as parlourmaids used to be, she completed 
the old-time illusion of the fagade The maid had not finished 
asking whom he wanted when an askance lady took form at the 
end of the hall She exclaimed *Oh dear^’ resignedly, later 
adding, ‘Good afternoon 

‘Good afternoon,’ said Roderick eagerly 

‘I am Mrs Tringsby You are not Mr Rodneys’ 

*Oh yes I am ’ 

‘Oh dear,’ said Mrs Trmgsby agam ‘I had been expecting 
you to be rather older and not quite so early However, do by 
all means come into the drawmg-room ’ She made a lunge at 
a door 

‘Oh Is my cousin m there?’ 

‘No, oh dear no, no she likes to be cosy up m her roogi. We 
love her sittmg anywhere that she likes Much absorbed m the 
woolwork when I peeped m just now She knows she is going 
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to have a treat of some kind today, but we may find she has for- 
gotten what I should like one word with you first, if you 
don’t mind ’ 

‘Then I can go up — Right ’ He held the door open, she loped 
through It ahead of him, afterwards tummg round with a 
conspiratorial sign that it must be shut In the drawing-room, 
Roderick stood looking questionmgly, with candour and 
tolerance, at Mrs Trmgsby, while she, like somebody dressing 
m a hurry, assembled a blended expression to meet his 
‘You mustn’t of course think we have been making difficulties,’ 
she said ‘But only remember what happened last time*’ 

‘Last times’ 

‘Last time she had a visitor ’ 

‘But that was not me ’ 

‘Such a dreadful shock for us all*’ 

‘Yes, I know, I’m sorry In fact I’m sure Cousm Francis 
would want me to apologize ’ 

‘But you see he should never, never, never have come m that 
state* What were his doctors thmkmg oft’ 

*I don’t know Cousin Nettie does know he’s dead?’ 

‘r/zw dear room,’ went on Mrs Trmgsby, castmg her eyes 
around and withdrawing them with repugnance from one sofa, 
‘will to me, I suppose, never never quite feel the same again 
But of course, it was others I had to think of*’ 

‘Well, we were all very sorry However, that sort of thing 
doesn’t happen twice The Army could tell you. I’m as sound as 
a bell, or they wouldn’t have been as keen as they were on 
having me ’ 

But she went on with even greater despondency ‘Yes, that’s 
another thmg — I mean, your coming down here m umform 
Here, we are so careful not to have dreadful thoughts, we quite 
live, you see, m a httle world of our own You won’t, you won’t 
on any account,’ added Mrs Trmgsby, glancmg shnnkmgly 
at Roderick’s battle dress, ‘talk to poor Mrs Morris about the 
war, will you?’ 

‘I don’t know anythmg about it,’ said Rodenck, his whole 
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impauent interest by now directed upon the door ‘Though, 
look here, Mrs Trmgsby,* he said, on an afterthought, for an 
instant turning, 1 saw troops swarming all the way along from 
the station here How can you stop your people spottmg them 
out of the top windows? Not to speak of lorries * 

‘Oh, but those are not relatives ’ 

‘Oh — Well, IS there anythmg else> Tve not got much tune, 
you see Tm only out on a pass * 

‘In any case, you must not, better not, stay too long/ 

‘I didn’t mean to,’ he said, with unconscious hauteur 
‘Just a httle, hght chat. Never » of course, the past ’ 

‘No, what I want to talk about is die future ’ 

‘Oh dear And lately she has been so much herself’ 

Mrs Tnngsby, inflated by a forebodmg sigh, rose, and like 
somethmg under remote control was propelled by Roderick’s 
will power to the threshold ‘Or, you wouldn’t like me to stay 
with you?’ she said hopefully ‘She and I could chat, you could 
look on and, so much more easily, judge how you think she seems 
• For one dung, how if she does not know who you are?’ 

‘Mrs Tnngsby, I relied on you to tell her ’ 

‘Oh, I told her, but — ’ 

‘We can see, then — Now please, can’t we go upf’ 

Upstairs, at the end of a passage, Mrs Tnngsby tattooed on a 
door, opened just enough of it to glide her head round, and sang 
out ‘Here we are*’ 

‘Then, come m,’ argued a voice 

Mrs Trmgsby glanced at Roderick, to warn him not to think 
it would aU be as simple as this She cleared her throat and 
continued. ‘A mce young man to see you ’ 

‘But I was expecting Victor Rodney’s son Has he not come?’ 
‘But of course he has, dear*’ 

‘Then, can he not come m»’ 

Roderick, askmg hmiself why he hadnever thought ofbnngmg 
Cousm Nettie a bunch of flowers, advanced mto her room 
From where she sat, on a sofa drawn across the wmdow, Sie sent 
bm a look which at once estabhshed that he and she could afford 


197 



to wait to speak Returning to her needlework she executed two 
or three sutches more, waiting for Mrs Trmgsby to go Mrs 
Trmgsby, pickmg up by its frill the cushion of an armchair facing 
the sofa, shook out the cushion, seemed constramed to pause to 
admire it - as though it once agam struck her, and should not 
fail to strike Roderick, that every object m Wistaria Lodge was of 
the very best — and invited him to be seated He remamed stand- 
mg Mrs Trmgsby consoled herself by mdicatmg, m dumb- 
show, the position of the bell *I shall be just downstairs, just 
down there m the drawmg-room,’ she said in a sigmficant voice 

‘Thank you, Mrs Trmgsby,’ said Cousm Nettie. 

When Mrs Trmgsby had gone, Roderick sat down m the arm- 
chair Reachmg out, he picked up a skem of coloured wool from 
the floor and replaced it on the sofa by Cousm Nettie Sideways, 
he studied the square of canvas on which she was at work Ae 
design, very possibly not of her choosmg, had been machine- 
stamped on m Imes of blue, one rose and about a quarter of the 
background had been by now stitched m Cousm Nettie, though ^ 
she did not look up, could be felt to check the mstmctive, secretive 
movement with which she twitched the canvas towards herself — 
repenting, she held it up by the comers to full view 

‘I expect,’ she said, ‘you would never have the patience to do 
this?’ 

‘No, I expect not ’ 

‘But you must have patience, to have come such a journey. 
It’s a long way to here.’ 

‘Not so very, not from where I came from * 

‘I thought It was,’ she said, for the jErst time troubled ‘Too 
far for anybody to come You are lookmg out of the wmdow, 
you can see for yourself’ 

He had been lookmg past her, out of the wmdow. A distance 
of fields, woods and diluted November sky did mdeed stretch 
without any other feature sky and earth at last exhaustedly met 
— ther^ was no impact, no mystery, no horizon, simply a nothmg 
more This was a wmdow at the back of a house at the edge of a 
town, Roderick recollected that Cousm Nettie had not for years 
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now looked out of any other And years ago she must have ceased 
to look out of this, for today she sat with her back to it with 
finality What she liked must be this extreme end of the room, 
hght on her work or the imassailmg sensation of havmg nothmg 
but nothmg behind her back Across the sky over her head ran 
the bolted wmdow-sash this timeless colourless afternoon 
silhouetted the upper part of her figure, her rolled up soft hair, 
the delicate projections of her face From a rmg on the hand 
methodically thrustmg the needle mto the canvas, drawing it out 
again, an opal alternated its milk and fire From her left hand the 
wedding ring was gone 

She marvelled ‘So you remembered me though you never met 
me? Are you called Victor too?’ 

‘No, Roderick ’ 

‘Then shall I call you Roderick, Roderick^’ she said flutter- 
mgly I heard of you as a baby, but now you are quite a man/ 

‘I beheve I was called after some ancestor— you might 
know?’ 

‘There have been too many ancestors. I’m sorry to say We 
are so mixed up by this time that it’s a wonder we are anythmg 
at all I am so glad you are not called Victor — poor Victor 
really that was expecting too much of anyone!’ 

‘I shall call my son, whenever I have one, Francis ’ 

‘Oh, he would be so pleased^’ exclaimed Cousm Nettie, for 
the first time lookmg ra^er than glancmg at her visitor ‘What 
a pity he’s dead ’ 

It was a fleetmg yet dwelling look, tunidly momentary m 
mtention but then prolonged The fadmg of her pale grey eyes 
to a paler lightness had made even the pupils seem half extinct, 
there could be felt, as she kept her gaze on Rodenck, a tender, 
qmvermg, too deflectible ray of humanity — nothing was 
strange in those eyes but their apprehension of strangeness. All 
Cousin Nettie’s life it must have been impossible for her to look 
at the surface only, to see nothmg more than she should^ These 
were the eyes of an often-rebuked clairvoyante, wide once more 
with the fear of once more divmmg what should remain hidden 
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— ‘And yet/ they seemed to be protestmg, ‘I cannot help it, so 
what am I to do?’ 

It was to happen, this afternoon, that her look met its younger, 
not yet unsteadied counterpart m Roderick’s ‘It’s because he’s 
dead,’ he said eagerly, ‘that I’ve come They all seemed to 
think that I should upset you I hope not?’ 

‘I hope I shan’t upset you* returned Cousin Nettie, lowering 
her ugly embroidery as though it had up to now been some sort 
of guard or femt ‘I believe I am very odd And you must not,’ 
she said with a gesture, ‘tell me I’m not, or I shall begm to 
wonder ’ 

‘Do you know Cousm Francis has left Mount Morns to me?’ 

‘Mount Morns,’ she said, ‘poor unfortunate house, poor thing* 
So there it is, after all this time, and here lam* So you see I am 
only m half-mourmng,’ she added, glancing down at the breast 
of her mottled dress with the black pipings ‘Mourning for a 
lousm — he was my cousm, you know There should have 
never never been any other story I cannot blame him, and I am 
trying not to blame myself, and you must not blame me.’ 

‘Cousm Nettie, he has left me Moimt Morris ’ 

She looked at him fixedly, halted, fingers to her lips. 

‘I wanted to ask — ’ 

No, no,’ she mterrupted, ^you must not ask me, no!’ 

‘You mind my askmg you if you mmd?’ said Roderick, 
experiencing bs first moment of uncertain faith 

T thought,’ she said, still in agitation, ‘it had all begun agam. 
You now, now that you are the master No, I cannot come back, 
I told bm, agam and again, and I told them — now I am telling 
you Everywhere is better without me, so of all places I will not 
go back there You must make the best of Mount Morris 
as It is ’ 

‘I don’t specially want anybody to do anytbng,’ said Roderick 

‘Oh, but you brood about what they should be doing 
Wheneyer you remember you are unforgivmg ’ 

‘But,’ said Rodenck, having taken thought, ‘I don’t really 
think I’m like that ’ 
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‘I know, because I never have been forgiven You should be 
like that what is to become of us wrong ones if there’s to be 
nobody who is rights’ 

‘Well/ he could only say, ‘I’m not like that/ 

‘No, not like him,’ she decided, lightly shaking her head. 
‘Oh, I wish you could have seen him when he was a young man, 
when he was my cousm Head and shoulders above all the rest 
of them, full of schemes and life* Who knows what might not 
have come of a different story, if there could have been one. 
As It was, he had to go out looking for a son ’ 

Roderick, mevitably hurt, was on the pomt of exclaimmg: 
‘Do you thmk he chose so badly?’ but decided not to allow 
himself the remark Cousin Nettie, in givmg him her confidence, 
had no more than uttered, with a fatahstic unmflected hghtness, 
the commonplaces of her thought 
It had been to be seen, all dong the Ime, how she charged 
herself with keeping the conversation withm boimds Once 
more she picked up her woolwork, with a conventional sigh — 
though this time only to turn the canvas from front to back, 
examme her stitches closely, then hold out the whole at arm’s 
length for a look m which showed absolute disconnection, as 
though the secret or charm of the contmuity had been lost now, 
and she for one did not care But no, she dare not afford that-- 
she at once set out, with storks-beak scissors, sedulously to smp 
off straggles of wool from the rough side But the scissors, out 
of some impish vohtion of their own, kept retummg to peck, 
pick, hover destructively over the fimshed part. So she dis- 
engaged herself from them m a hurry, droppmg them m her lap. 
Undemeath the wmdow, a hesitatmg step could be heard on a 
gravel path 

Roderick did not want there to be a pause because he did not 
want there to seem to have been a crisis. He looked about the 
room, searchmg for something on which to comment On no 
account was he willmg to change the subject, but ther^ might 
be no harm in a fresh approach Mrs Trmgsby’s origmal choice 
of pictures, of a rural innocuous kind, had been supplemente4 by 

2 or 



quite a little gallery of Cousin Nettie’s, which were m a somehow 
more smgular key — postcards of electrically blue foreign lakes, 
moonlight falling Imd on the Alps’ gargoyles silhouetted 
against a streaked sky, a chamois m balance at which one caught 
one’s breath Also there was a bevy of tinted pictures of children, 
all, it seemed, engaged innocently m some act of destruction - 
depetallmg daisies, puffing at dandelion clocks, trampling 
primrose woods, noting round in fragile feathered grown-up 
hats, mterceptmg fames m full flight, or knocking down apples 
from the bough Only their neutralizing prettiness could have 
got these pictures past Mrs or at any rate Dr Tnngsby’s eye 
Their imweightmess — for they were all unframed, at the most 
bemg pasted on to cardboard — permitted of their bemg strung 
on wool from different projections about the room evidently 
no pins were allowed m walls Among them, Roderick noted, 
appeared not one single photograph being himself, he could not 
remark on this 

1 was wondering if you’d have a photograph of Mount 
Morns ’ 

‘Oh, no, they are so dark-lookmg And why should I want 
a picture of anything I have seen? Don’t you think,’ she said, *it 
IS a little odd that they could expect anyone to be so forgetful?’ 

‘People do hke to be remmded, don’t they, though? Every- 
body I know m the Army carries photographs round They 
show them but I suppose they look at them too ’ 

‘I know I had a photograph of Victor,’ said Cousin Nettie, 
concentrating upon Rodenck, eyes wide open ‘He was just a 
schoolboy, but he sent it himself, so I am sure I would have put 
it away somewhere^ but wherever could that have been? What a 
pity, because you never saw him at that age — Oh,’ she 
exclaimed, for the first tune looking cntically at the space 
between the chair and the sofa, ‘and there is no tea I knew 
somethmg was wrong!’ 

‘I expect It will come ’ 

‘Poor Mrs Trmgsby,’ Cousm Nettie explamed, ‘sometimes 
does not know what time it is unless she looks at the clock Shall 
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we/ she asked, looking conspiratorially at Rodenck, ring the 
bell/ 

‘You don’t think that would simply brmg her rushing 
upstairs/ 

‘Yes, it would be better for her to take a nice rest* Shall we 
wait and see whether tea comes 
‘At any age he was, I never knew my father I mean, I did as 
a baby, but they don’t count I think I hardly should know him 
if I saw him — saw his photograph Did you know him well/ 
‘Oh, yes,’ she said, so much surprised by the question that she 
seemed perturbed ‘Victor? I thought everybody knew that I 
was the last to see him we both had tea m a shop ’ 

‘What, before he died’’ 

‘Not died, exactly, before he left your mother ’ 

‘Oh no, Cousm Nettie, I’m afraid she left him ’ 

‘Why afraid? How can one be afraid of what has happened? 
That is one great advantage for me ’ 

‘I mean, afraid for her sake it was a pity because of what 
everybody thought She never is unkmd, I happen to know, but 
it did apparently look like that — her leavmg him ’ 

‘She couldn’t leave someone who wasn’t there ’ 

‘Not where — my father? Where do you mean he was?’ 
‘Unfortunately I cannot remember where his nurse hved. 
She had her ovm little house, and he said it was very nice ’ 

‘His old nurse’’ said Rodenck, wnnkling up his forehead 
‘Well, she may have been older than Victor, possibly She 
nad been the one who nursed him durmg the war That was why 
he asked me to have tea m the shop. “I cannot hope to explain 
what I am domg to anybody,” he said “So I thought I would 
like to talk about it to you ” I said, “Because I am as odd as what 
you are domg?” and he said: “That must be what it amounts to ” 
I said: “Well, Victor, they will think us both very odd now ” 
There was a plate of htde pink sugar cakes, so pretty, just back 
again after all that war I was so sorry to see him so ups# t that I 
thought I had better just eat toast But then he said: “If you 
cannot eat those cakes I shall know I really am domg somethmg 
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temble ” So I know I ate three And now/ finished Cousm 
Nettie, looking reproachfully though without a tremor at 
Roderick’s uniform, *agam there are no more cakes like that * 
‘But what could he mean by “ternble”?’ 

‘I knew just what he meant It did not look well I believe,’ 
added Cousm Nettie, lowermg her voice, ‘she was quite 
common ’ 

At this point, tea made an entrance seldom more moppor- 
tunely The parlourmaid, havmg lodged the equipage on the 
bureau, raked forward a three-legged table, which she placed in 
exactly the vacuum at which Cousin Nettie had stared On the 
table she plonked down the tray, which was small enough to 
have required stacking with considerable art she steadied a 
toppling pyramid of china and said. ‘There, dear ’ 

‘Thank you, Hilda ’ 

‘Satfdwiches, today, for the gentleman * 

‘How thoughtful — please thank Mrs Trmgsby Mrs 
Trmgsby ts thoughtful,’ said Cousm Nettie, when Hilda had 
gone out and shut the door ‘One has to think of her feelings, 
but then one has to think of everyone’s feelmgs and she is a good 
soul Many people now would like to be here, but she has never 
made me feel she wished I was anybody else She understands 
that this is my place, so she will never take away my room So 
we must not upset her ’ 

‘No, Cousm Nettie, no — But what about my father and bs 
nurse/ 

‘Oh, that was not nearly enough*’ she exclaimed with a touch 
of zest ‘She had been bs nurse already, but he wanted her tbs 
time to be bs wife ’ 

‘But there was my mother ’ 

‘I know, I know,’ agreed Cousin Nettie ‘No wonder he felt 
he was doing sometbng odd/ 

‘So then, that was the reason they were divorced?’ Con- 
ditioned to be unable to ignore food, Roderick had taken and 
bitten into a sandwich; he now looked at it as though unable to 
recognize the marks of bs own teeth. ‘ — I suppose?’ 
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‘rm afraid I don't know what happened after that/ said she, 
occupied in unstackmg the cups and giving the spoons little 
arranging touches m the saucers ‘Nobody ever told me, I don't 
think, and as nobody ever asked me, either, I did not tell them 
It was just at that time that I was becoming odder For so long 
they had said “If you keep on not gomg back to Mount Morris 
when Francis asks you to and everybody thinks you should, 
people will come to the conclusion that you are odd " So at last 
I said “Then that must be what lam” Because once that came 
to be known, nothing more could be expected, could it? So they 
said in that case I ought not to go on livmg m hotels, even quietly, 
even in pnvate ones If I was well enough to be m the hotels, 
then I was well enough to go back to Mount Morris. So I then 
said* “Very well, then, perhaps I had better go mto a home.” 
There seemed to be nowhere for me but here or there. — Oh, 
are you not eating the sandwiches?' she finished, looking from 
them to him m distress 

‘You can't remember anything more my father said?* 

‘He said what he was doing was for the best You see, if you 
do not finish up the sandwiches I might be like him when he 
thought I was not gomg to finish up die cakes, I might think I 
was domg somethmg terrible ' 

But she did not thmk so she replaced the hd on the teapot, 
which she had refilled, with the contentmg touch of someone 
practismg her craft ‘Yes, I had tea with him, and now here I am 
havmg tea with you^ — Am I really to call you Roderick^' 

‘Yes why don't you»' 

‘Roderick . 

Rodenck paused, m deference to the moment, but when it was 
over shifted all the more eagerly m his chair ‘He said to you 
what he was domg was for the best?' 

‘Oh, yes — all my cousms make decisions, I have been used to 
that all my hfe First they looked at one thing, then they looked 
at the other It was only for me that there was nothmg to do but 
what I did I expect, as you are my cousm, you make decisions?' 
‘Just now I'm m the Army ' 
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‘But you decided to come and see me * 

‘Because what I have decided is, to live at Mount Morris ’ 

‘Oh, but my cousin decided that for you ’ 

1 wanted, first, to be certain you would not mmd ’ 

‘That was why Victor asked me to have tea in the shop ’ 

‘I never,’ Roderick said, with a heaviness only just modified by 
his youth, ‘knew what you’ve just told me ’ 

Cousin Nettie, puttmg her cup down, glanced over her 
shoulder out of the wmdow had it occurred to her that the 
outlook might have changed’ 

‘So then,’ Roderick went on, ‘it was my father who asked my 
mother if he might go? I always thought it was the other way 
round At least, that seemed to be what everyone did think, 
though I must say if they thought so they didn’t say so nobody 
has ever said anything at all to me, least of all her Not that I sup- 
pose by this time anyone cares — unless she does? If I had even 
wondered I could have asked, but of course what one takes for 
granted one leaves alone In a way perhaps my mother is rather 
shy ’ 

‘Or perhaps it hurt her feehngs’’ said Cousm Nettie. 

‘It may have had an influence on her hfe,’ said Roderick, 
lookmg at Cousm Nettie a shade severely 
‘It was after tea m the shop,’ she went on, ‘that I got so much 
odder, and also poor Victor died So I shouldn’t wonder if 
nobody knew How strange ’ 

‘But what about the nurse?’ 

‘I’m afraid she was a httle common ’ 

‘Yes, but IS she alive?’ 

‘I don’t know who is alive But what story ts true? Such a 
pity, I sometimes think, that there should have to be any stories 
We might have been happy the way we were ’ 

‘Somethmg has got to become of everybody, I suppose, 
Cousin Nettie ’ 

‘No,4 don’t see why. Nothing has become of me here I am, 
and you can’t make any more stones out of that That is why I 
am only m half-moummg.’ She ran a finger down black piping 
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to rest on a black bow, then asked, without looking up ‘So why 
are you looking at me like that^’ 

By automatically holdmg his cup out for more tea, Roderick 
must have tugged at Cousm Nettie’s attention, actually he had 
been lookmg at nothmg hut her for some time His eyes had not 
wavered from the sky-framed face of his Cousm Francis’s 
cousm-widow, and that she had been aware of this, with how- 
ever great imconcem, had been an element m their talk In fact, 
if she had shown authentic oddness, it was m bemg as much 
unmoved by Rodenck as she seemed to be For his part, he was 
not now wondenng how to run the blockade, he was wondermg 
how not to show he had run it — obviously it did not do to tax 
her with bemg a malade magtnatre when she had, as she had so 
disarmingly told him, adopted the one possible course There 
had not been a touch of hysteria about this on the contrary, it 
had been pohcy — Hamlet had got away with it, why shotild not 
she? But there had been doubts about Hamlet, Roderick imder- 
stood, and, as for Cousm Nettie, could anybody who voluntarily 
espoused Wistana Lodge be quite normal » — but then agam, 
normal what was that? She earned with her — m her propriety 
with him, m her entire manner — the lastmg dignity of a world 
m which It was impossible to say, ‘Oh, come off it*’ Nor could 
Stella’s son have ever been so direct, though Victor’s son might 
be itchmg to have the matter out The sidelong ghtter of reason, 
the uncanny hmt of sanity about this afternoon’s conversation at 
once frenzied Roderick and seduced him. 

One could argue, she had chosen well Here m this room her 
own existence could be felt condensmg round her m pure drops, 
mside this closed wmdow was such a silonce as the world would 
probably never hear agam — for when war did stop there would 
be somethmg more: drills nght through the earth, planes all 
through the sky, voices keyed up and up. The air would sound, 
the summer-hummmg forest would be tom Here was nothmg 
to trouble her but the possibihty of bemg withm reach seated on 
the sofa with her back to what she had ascertamed to be nothmg, 
Cousm Nettie was well placed 
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‘All the same, Cousm Nettie,’ said Roderick, you could be 
fairly quiet, as far as that goes, at Mount Morris — 7 am not 
asking you to come back,’ he threw m hastily ‘All I am saying 
IS, I shall consider the house as much yours as mme ’ 

‘Consider it anythmg you like, that is half the fun*’ She moved 
back on the sofa, brmgmg tea to an end by forgetting it, and 
began to hunt through the coloured wools beside her ‘Look,* 
she said, holding up a skein, ‘now I am gomg to begin to 
embroider a purple rose What do you say to that?’ 

‘I don’t know I should have thought, pink»’ 

*Ah, but there is no more pink wool, and there are purple 
roses Nobody beheves me, but I could lead you to the very 
place m the garden and show you the bush There is only one, 
It’s not my fault if there are no others m the world, there is one 
at Mount Moms — an old Persian rose, only ever bloommg for 
a week, and no sooner are they open than they die So you must 
look for them at the right time.’ 

‘There are other dungs I should have liked to have asked you 
about Mount Moms ’ 

Cousm Nettie, leamng across the table, hghtly tapped the arm 
of Rodenck’s chair She said, as hghtly ‘Let sleepmg dogs he** 
‘And about my father Actually,’ he went on m a more 
resolute voice, ‘7 have never been there ’ 

‘Indeed?’ she remarked, with a curious drop of mterest, 
vaguely threading a needle for the rose ‘Then what a surprise m 
store for you Not what you expect ’ 

‘Probably nothmg ever is qiute that But it is bound to be 
somcthmg ’ 

‘Oh, there will be no difficulty about its bemg something, it 
always has been, that always has been the trouble ’ Havmg 
completed her first purple stitch, she turned once more towards 
him her seemg eyes ‘Of course there’s this to be considered — 
you’re a man. So you may keep gomg, going, going and not 
notice — I have seen that to be almost so with one man, although 
not alas qmte. I wonder whether you vnll guess whom I mean? — 
Francis He did not quite succeed Day after day for me was hke 
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sinking further down a well — it became too much for me, but 
how could I say so? You see I could not help seemg what was the 
matter — what he had wanted me to be was his wife, I tried this, 
that and the other, till the result was that I fell mto such a terrible 
melancholy that I only had to think of anything for it to go 
wrong, too Nature hated us, that was a most dangerous position 
to build a house m — once the fields noticed me with him, the 
harvests began faihng, so I took to gomg nowhere but up and 
down stairs, till I met my own ghost Never anythmg to be 
frightened of m the garden — but that has all run wild now, I 
daresay ’ 

‘Mother (who has just come back from there) didn’t say so 
Of course, it was not the time of year for flowers She was 
delighted with the drawmg-room ’ 

‘Visitors were always delighted with the drawing-room — 
Why are you getting up, Roderick?’ 

‘Because I must be going now. I’m afraid * 

‘I have not called you Victor by mistake? — I have not upset 
you?’ 

‘No* I hope I haven’t upset you» — It’s simply that I have got 
to catch my tram * 

‘Oh, a tram To London^’ 

‘And then another tram, on — Well, Cousm Nettie,’ he said, 
hesitatingly standmg beside the sofa, ‘cheer up ’ 

‘I am sorry to say I am very cheerful, now ■— Did you say 
your mother is still alive?’ 

‘Oh, yes ’ 

‘Then please remember me to her, it was only by chance that 
we did not meet Goodbye Roderick I hope you enjoyed your 
tea>’ 

‘Yes, thank you. It was excellent And I have enjoyed myself 
very much Would you like me to come agam?’ 

‘Oh • . • Well, perhaps some day. We must wait and see.’ 

Rodenck saw that now he had remmded her of elsewhere by 
his declared mtention of gomg there, Cousm Nettie could hardly 
endure his presence a mmute longer From the threshold, he 
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looked back down the length of the room she sent him a last 
glance which might have been the first - conspiratorial, full of 
things to say, m a moment, when somebody should be gone 
They were back again where they had started he might have 
just arrived He shut the door behind him, crept down the stairs 
— no lover’s exit could have been more discreet He got himself 
past the drawing-room without further interference from Mrs 
Tringsby, whom he saw no reason to thank 

Having emerged from the cosy white-piIIared porch, he threw 
another last look back it seemed to him that Wistaria Lodge had 
weakened and faded inside the grip of the climbing plant As 
against which, the mdomitable surrounding wall loomed higher 
Roderick heard agam that same mdecisive step a man m a 
muflSer, trailing a croquet mallet, came round the comer of the 
house and stood contemplating the visitor as the latter unlatched 
the gate to the outer world 

Roderick, in implymg to Cousm Nettie that he had to leave 
when he did in order to catch his tram had been imperfectly 
truthful in fact, he had another visit to pay On his way from 
the station he had located the church, and he now returned there, 
once inside the lych-gate he embarked on his search for Cousin 
Francis His mother’s account had never been very clear, he had 
no guide — could instmct draw him? It seemed impossible that 
the old man at this moment should not speak There would be as 
yet no headstone A smell of clay still came up from places too 
new to be his, no bird sang, here and there flowers of wreaths 
rotted — he would have no wreath No, nothmg was possible 
but a general inclmation of the head to all who lay here • A 
passer-by halted, watchmg across the wall m November dusk the 
young soldier wandermg bareheaded among the graves 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 


O H, Mother?^ 

‘Good heavens, Rodenck! — Where are youe* 

‘You sound rather breathless * 

‘Sorry, I'm only just this moment in — Where ate you?' 
‘Talking from a box, I'm on my way back, across ' 

‘Back? — oh no, you don't mean to say you did go^ You 
didn't get my letter?’ 

‘Actually I did, but by that time everythmg was arranged 
And I am glad I went, it was a success ' 

‘Oh —I do hope you haven’t goaded Mrs Trmgsby? She 
really has had a good deal to put up with from all of us ' 

‘Yes, she said so The pomt is, I had a conversation with 
Cousin Nettie ’ 

‘How was she? Ought I to have done something about her 
before now? Yes, I suppose I ought ’ 

‘No, that has been qmte all right, because she hadn't reahzed 
you were still ahve However, she asked to be remembered to 
you Mother, she did tell me one extraordinary thing 
‘What^' 

‘Well, I don’t know that there is time to discuss it now, 
especially as the box I am talkmg in is m a station, but I do want 
to ask you all about it as soon as possible It throws quite a 
different hght on so much ' 

‘Darlmg, you have to remember the poor thing’s off her head ’ 
‘Oh no, I don’t think so ’ 

‘Oh, now, Rodenck, you haven t started anydimg? I asked 
you not to Everything’s complicated enough ’ 

‘What’s complicated’ — I can't quite hear you, a huge tram’s 
just coming m ’ 

‘Everything*’ 

‘Considermg everythmg, I don't wonder Why did yo^ never 
tell me anythmg about the nurse?’ 

‘What nurse? — Cousin Nettie’s?’ 
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*No, no , she hasn't got one My father’s I mean, the nurse my 
father ’ 

1 don’t quite know what you are talking about ’ 

Astounded silence at his end 

‘Look here, Roderick, can’t you come rounds’ 

‘No In fact, m a minute I ought to start queueing for my tram 
You must know the nurse I mean ’ 

‘Oh, that ones Yes Very well — whats’ 

‘Surely that throws quite a different light — s’ 

‘Oh, so that’s what she told you? — No I don’t see why 
Cousm Nettie may have plenty of time to bnng up ancient 
history, I haven’t I thought you went down there to ask her 
about Mount Morriss I agree, this doesn’t seem to be a thing to 
discuss on the telephone ’ 

‘Especially as I’m talking from a station But it was my father ’ 
‘Yes Well, look, I’ll come down and see you as soon as I 
possibly can Sunday afternoons Sunday afternoon, then ’ 

‘I don’t want to worry you. Mother ’ 

‘I quite understand ’ 

‘It’s only that it throws such a different hght — ’ 

‘Yes, yes, Roderick — yes ’ 

‘Well, now I suppose I must start queuemg for my tram — I’ll 
be seemg you, thens Good mght ’ 

‘Good mght,’ she said ‘I’ll be seemg you ’ 

Stella, havmg hung up the receiver, went to the threshold of 
the open dividmg door ‘That was Roderick,’ she explamed to 
Harnson, who, posted on the hearthrug of the other room, was 
waitmg to take her out to dinner 
‘So I had rather gathered — Boy not making trouble for you, 
I hopes’ 

‘Apparently there’s enough of that alreadys’ 

‘Ha-ha — but no, look, we don’t necessarily, yet, have to call 
It that ’ 

‘CaH It what you like * 

‘We’ll just,’ he suggested, looking deferentially at her, 
sideways, ‘have to talk ’ 
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‘Yes, I know, I know, I know*’ She disappeared again, to 
rattle about among her cosmetics on their glass-topped table - 
she looked round once with a pang at the bedside telephone, 
askmg herself m what state of mmd Roderick really had get 
mto the tram ‘Spendmg tuppence on asking me that^^ she 
exclaimed aloud 

‘Pardon?’ shouted Harrison cheerily, firom the other room 
‘Nothmg ’ 

She rejomed him, lookmg correct, sombre, and preceded him 
silently down the flights of stairs together they took the blind 
dive mto the street and continued m motion for some time, till 
she, haltmg m her tracks, asked him where they were gomg 
m a tone which barely politely veiled a dismchnation to go 
anywhere 

‘That,’ he rephed, ‘can be more or less as you feel ’ 

‘These days, you always talk about feehng ’ 

‘What, I do — do I?’ he said, struck 
‘What I don’t feel is, hungry ’ 

‘That’s too bad There are one or two little places where I had 
rather thought we might just drop m ’ 

‘Are there?’ she said, with mdifoent mistrust 
‘Or we simply could,’ he suggested, ‘walk for a bit?’ 

‘We seem to be domg that ’ But after a step or two she 
amended ‘Sorry to be so shrewish * 

‘Absolutely,’ he said with fervour, ‘not! Though you know, 
I do wish I Imew what’s rattled you ’ 

‘Well, really ’ 

‘No, but I mean just now ’ He shpped a hand under her 
elbow, prepared to steer her across a cnsis as he would have been 
to steer her across a street ‘For instance, that boy, isnt he 
starting somethmg? Or is he not?’ 

‘Roderick — why?’ But she then reversed and went into a 
nervous rush ‘He’s been spending the afternoon at Wistaria 
Lodge ’ (Qmte a thmg, she thought, qmte in itself a moment, 
to be tellmg Harnson anythmg he did not claim to know ) 
‘What, our old fnend the nut-house? — What a day that was, 
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that day I met you* — With Frankie’s old lady? Now, what was 
he after there?’ 

^Inconceivable as it may be to you, he wasn’t “after” anythmg 
People sometimes are not He was simply bemg maddeningly, 
pig-headedly kmd Or, fair, I suppose, above board — according 
to his ideas How is one to know what anyone’s, anyone s ideas 
are till they’ve acted on thern^ Still, you’re right m thinking he 
started somethmg — m fact, if you want to know, if he had been 
you he could hardly have turned up more. Cousm Nettie 
talked — she told him I’d been the innocent party ’ 

‘Surely,’ said Hamson blankly ‘That’s always rather to the 
good, on the whole, useful? But mnocent party whenJ»’ 

‘Years and years ago,’ she said impatiendy, ‘m the divorce 
You know all about that, you’ve got my dossier Yes, I divorced 
Victor, I was oflacially innocent But nobody for an mstant 
supposed I was ’ 

‘But you really were?’ 

‘Well, yes But what does it matter now?’ 

‘Absolutely,’ he said calmmgly, ‘absolutely But that bemg 
so, what’s ratthng you?’ 

‘Havmg It all dragged up The mconvemence, the idiocy 
Everythmg disarranged Bemg told three times by Roderick 
that everythmg’s now m a different light I didn’t start the story 
about my guiltmess, it started itself It could I’d always been 
the bnght one, Victor the qmet one. I’d been the flibbertigibbet, 
he’d been the steady, I’d been, for all the world to see, the spoilt 
one, he the imcomplainmg Nothmg was simpler for everyone 
than to see things one way — that I had asked for my freedom, 
for no virtuous reason, and that Victor, too squeamish on my 
behalf to put me through it (m those days one still talked of 
the “mud” of the divorce court) was letting me divorce him , 
simply bemg quixotic —In fact, not Victor walked out on me/ 
‘Must have been mad,’ said Hamson, with conviction to 
which was added rehef — here at least, at last, one pomt on which 
to fix 

‘Anyhow,’ she said, ‘that was how it was ’ 
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‘Oho, oho,’ he said, turning suddenly, ‘so you took quite a 
knock?’ 

‘Why, yes ’ 

‘What, you loved him?’ 

‘He said not And he said he was the one to know If I 
imagined I loved him, he said, that was simply proof that I had 
not, as he’d for some time suspected, the remotest conception 
what love was — could be I said, oh hadn’t I? and he said no, I 
hadn’t I said had he, and if so, how» He said, yes he had, he 
had been loved and he could not forget it So then he told me 
about the nurse I said, if there always had been the nurse, 
nothing perhaps was really so much my fault then, was it? He 
said, he was sorry but that was just his point if I had been, ever, 
anything he had hoped he could have quite forgotten her — he 
had meant to, tried to She had not been in any way his type — 
some years older than Victor, nothmg special to look at^ He’d 
expected to think no more of her they had said goodbye I had 
seemed to be the person to be his wife, and he had given me — he 
implied if he did not say — a very fair tnal Somehow I had not 
made it Almost any other woman he could have married, other 
than I, he said, could have made him forget the nurse unhappily, 
I and my shortcomings had had the reverse effect The idea of 
what It had been like to be loved haunted him He was sorry, 
but there, he said, it was Of course what it really amounted 
to was, I bored him Any tiresome woman telhng you about 
anything in her past always tells you, “I was young at the time” 
But I was young at the time I — I was taken aback. The wind 
knocked right out of my sails ’ 

‘Quite a kid 

‘No, not even that, unfortunately Half-baked, bottomlessly 
unconfident m myself as a woman, frenziedly actmg up Not 
havmg found myself, at a time when — how bormg it was, how 
httle It matters now! — it was really exceedmgly difficult to find 
anythmg Havmg been married by Victor, havmg had Roderick 
hke anyone else, made me think I might know where I was 
Then, this happened — so, no apparently not.’ 
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Harrison, having got Stella across Regent Street and several 
blocks further east, braked their speed down by a firmer hold on 
her elbow, cast about for their bearings, then swung her south 
she took the comer under control With extra fervour, possibly 
to make up for any apparent slackenmg of his attention, he stated 
‘You must have gone through hell*’ 

‘What I am talkmg about is the loss of face ’ 

‘Loss of what?’ 

‘Face How do you suppose that felt? All the world to know 
To be the one who was left — the bormg pathetic casualty, the 
“mjured” one It was a funny day when the other, the opposite 
story came round to me — the story of how I had walked out on 
Victor Who was I to say no to it why should I? Who, at the 
age I was, would not rather sound a monster than look a fool?’ 

He, not havmg the first idea, wisely let the question by as 
rhetorical 

‘Where, at the start, the story came from I don’t know,’ she 
went on ‘Possibly Victor’s family The pomt for me was, who 
was to contradict it? — the nurse stayed nght out of the picture, 
Victor first went to ground, and then, as you know, died 
Whoever’s the story had been, I let it be mine I let it ride, and 
more — it came to be my story, and I stuck to it Or rather, 
first I stuck to It, then it went on stickmg to me it took my 
shape and equally I took its So much so that I virtually haven’t 
known, for years now, where it ends and I begin — or cared 
Who does care? — or at least, who did? But now look what’s 
happened*’ 

‘Here,’ mterposed Harrison, ‘we about are, I think ’ 

‘Rodenck hears from her — ’ 

‘— Half a mmute here we go down some steps ’ 

She came to a stop, he pushed agamst a door showmg a 
dimmed sign, open Inside, hght came up stone stairs which he 
took her down, at the foot he held open another door and she 
walked ahead of him mto a bar or grill which had no air of 
having existed before tonight She stared first at a row of 
backviews of eaters perched, packed elbow-to-elbow, along a 
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counter A zip fastener all the way down one back made one 
woman seem to have a tm spme A dye-green lettuce leaf had 
fallen on to the mottled rubber floor, a man m a pm-stripe suit 
was enough in proiEile to show a smudge of face powder on one 
shoulder A dog sittmg scratching itself under one bar stool 
slowly, with each methodical convulsion, worked its collar 
round so that the brass studs which had been imder its ear 
vanished one by one, bemg replaced in view by a brass nameplate 
she could just not read Wherever sne turned her eyes detail 
took on an uncanny salience — she marked the taut grimace with 
which a man carrying two full glasses to a table kept a cigarette 
down to Its last inch between his lips Not a person did not 
betray, by one or another glarmg peculiarity, the fact of being 
human, her mtimidatmg sensation of bemg crowded must have 
been due to this, for there were not so very many people here. 
The phenomenon was the lightmg, more powerful eVfen than 
could be accounted for by the bald white globes screwed 
aching to the low white ceilmg — there survived m here not one 
shadow every one had been ferreted out and killed 

When Harnson had put his hat on a rack he came back for 
Stella and put her at a small table — of these there were several 
along a wall, their tops imitatmg malachite He remarked that 
this place never seemed to him too bad, and was at any rate 
quiet Which was true the clatter could not be heard, mouths 
worked hard to put out never much more than silence — sound 
itself seemed flattened out by the glare As also there was, down 
here, more the look than fact of overpowermg heat suggestion 
made Stella take off her coat — unhelped by Harrison who, 
throughout the mmute, sat m deep brief abstraction ‘Well, 
what about ite’ he at last said. 

‘About what?’ She withdrew her fingers from her eyelids 

‘About a spot of somethmg? A cold cut and salad? Fish? 
Or I shouldn’t wonder if they might not knock us up something 
a bit more special ’ 

‘What do you eat?’ said Stella, lookmg at Harrison with one 
of those renewals of cunosity. 
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Aware, he smoothed the top of his head with an air of — both 
were ^are, one could not say which — either self-efiacement or 
vanity He considered ‘Pretty much what there is where I am, 
according of course a certain amount to when * He then eyed her 
throat, at the pearl-level, with some intensity ‘But tonight, 
you know is something of an occasion — that is to say, for me * 
‘I am thirsty,’ she said ‘I would like some lager ’ 

In relays everything necessary arrived, including what 
Harnson, after a sotto voce aside talk, must have decided would be 
most special — lobster mayonnaise on a bed of greenstuff knifed 
mto drippmg ribbons The dish, in a glaze of synthetic yellow, 
was put down m a space between knives, forks and glasses to 
cook m light Harrison looked at it narrowly but without 
expression. ‘Well, we seem all set,’ he said ‘You were sayings’ 
‘That had been quite enough ’ 

‘On the contrary, anythmg but I was listening hard We 
turned m here when you were at rather a pomt ’ 

‘What a he-detectmg place this is,’ she remarked, feeling under 
the china for a fork ‘You come here often?’ 

‘No, now,’ he protested, with a twitch of the forehead, ‘this 
IS bad of you* I’ve been so awfully touched by your telling me 
all you did Aren’t I right, that’s a story not so many people 
have heard? It does seem, again, a case of this thing between you 
and me ’ 

She was forced to say ‘I’m afraid how it happened was, I 
happened to be rattled, you happened to be there ’ 

‘Still, that I should be there, that m itself was something, 
wasn’t It? Up there in your flat with you After all, it was 
I who was there ’ 

‘Yes But also 
‘WeU, also?’ 

‘This table rocks,’ she said 

‘Sorry, I’m probably leaning on it a bit heavily — I wish you 
would Iqok at me ’ 

‘Don’t I?’ she asked, thereupon lookmg at him — for this 
cominand performance she opened her lids wider than usual, 
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which sent her eyebrows up Remembering how embarrassingly 
repugnant the human eye, m almost all cases, was found by 
Robert, she looked at and into these eyes with curiosity, won- 
dering whether now, if ever at all, she was not to be overtaken 
by Robert’s feeling Also, this could have been the moment to 
establish exactly what was queer, wrong, ofif, out of the straight 
in the cast of Harrison s eyes But she failed to do so from so 
close up she only saw the structure of the expression of urgency 

— the pupils’ microcosms, black little condensations of a world 
too internal to know what expression was, each mapped round 
with red-brown Imes on a green-brown ins run to rust at the 
nm Veins feathered the whitish whites Fatigue, perhaps, 
reddened the insides of the eyelids, and it was m examining the 
start and growth of the lashes — irregular, neither short nor long 

— that she experienced a kind of pathetic shock It was nothing 
more, perhaps, than that the existence of these eyelashes was 
touchmg — or, was what was touchmg their generic dehcacy? 
They were not, she saw, even thickened by singeing at the tips, 
m spite of constant slovenly close-up lightmg of agarettes They 
were sparse on the lower lids, here and there one was missmg — 
about the survival of all the rest somethmg was naive The shock 
she felt had no more than an echo of mtimacy about it, as though 
transmitted from someone else — it was enough, however, to set 
up resistance m her she hardened 

‘But also,’ she said, ‘it is, that I simply do not care what I say 
to you You’re right almost no one has heard this particular 
story — to be quite precise, no one I care for has Not, if you 
want to know, most of all Robert — I should be ashamed, for one 
thing, to let him know that ever, however long ago, I could have 
cared so much for face There may be other reasons, if so I do 
not know them And not up to now — hence that scene this 
evenmg— Roderick Between you and me, every thmg has been 
impossible from the first — so, the more unseemly the better, it 
seems to me With you from the very begmnmg I’ve had no 
face, there’s nothmg to lose There’s an imderside to me that I’ve 
hated, that you almost make me like you and I never have had 
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anything but impossible conversations nothmg else is possible. 
But, when I talk as I sometimes do to you, talk as I did tonight, 
you should notj* she said, lookmg away from him round the 
room, Teel flattered ’ 

There was a short pause ‘Right,’ said Harrison softly He 
added ‘You don’t much like this lobster?’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ she with compunction said, ‘I do ’ She twisted 
ribbons of lettuce round her fork, ate, then went on, m a voice 
which carried a smile ‘I suppose now I’ve made it impossible for 
myself to say anything?’ 

‘Not necessarily ’ 

‘You can see then, perhaps, why what Nettie Morris — and 
who could have thought of her^ — told Roderick has made such 
a situation? — Do you go to the theatre?’ 

‘Well, I have been ’ 

‘ThdSi you know how m plays when a boy discovers his 
mother’s gmlt — ’ 

*— Ah, but then come, wait, stop I — m this case it’s entirely 
vice versa your boy should now be right up m the air He 
might, of course,’ added Hamson, studymg the short, clean nad 
of his right thumb, ‘fairly ask you what came over you, at that 
tune, chucking away your good name ’ 

‘Why should I care»’ said she ‘Both my brothers are dead ’ 

‘Oh, I’m not askmg you, mind ’ 

‘I hope not, because I thought I’d told you — Oh, I should 
doubt,’ she exclaimed, ‘whether there’s any such thing as an 
innocent secret! Whatever has been buned, surely, corrupts? 
Nothmg keeps innocence innocent but daylight A truth’s just a 
truth, to start with, with no particular nature, good or bad — but 
how can any truth not^o bad from bemg underground? Dug up 
agam after years and laid on the mat, it’s mconvement, shocking 
— apart from anything else there’s no place left m hfe for it any 
more To dig up somebody else’s truth for them would seem to 
me shejr mahgnancy, to dig up one’s own, madness —J never 
would * She looked up at one of the glarmg globes, blinked, and 
said* ‘Rodenck will not like me any better, either He has grown 
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up to swallowing what he’s thought I did, somehow he’s made 
the person he thought did that into the person he’s loved He 
has grown up defending me — possibly sometimes even against 
his own thoughts Now, he’ll hardly kmow me * 

‘What he’ll think ought to be, what a bad deal you got He’ll 
be,* said Harrison hopefully, ‘all the sorrier for you ’ 

‘But good heavens — ’ cried Stella, then broke off, looking at 
Harrison with a restrained, musing despair ‘Why else do you 
imagine I put off tellmg him? It’s come to matter too little, 
having mattered too much No, no, no I arranged things to 
suit myself — What a lot,’ she said, leanmg back, scribbling a 
pattern of confusion on the air over the table with her finger, 
‘what a lot I have, you know, put Roderick through for 
nothing ’ 

‘You let him thmk his father was quite a chap ’ 

‘I wonder I simply left it But what was the good* of that? 
Now he’ll go, quite likely, to the other extreme of thinking 
Victor a skunk, which is not true either One or the other way, 
Victor was his father as, mdeed, Roderick said tonight That’s 
what matters, that’s what can’t be helped I? I’ve done him, 
Roderick, out of everything ordinary — a slightly blown-upon 
mother, that’s what he’s had Now, who can be ordinary? — it’s 
too late All the years to have been ordinary m are gone ’ 
Harrison looked at her sideways, calculating the possibilities of 
a remark 

‘Well?’ she said 

‘He has never, er, cut up m any way about you and Robert?’ 
She said ‘No,’ snubbmgly and remotely 
‘So it has not,’ he suggested, ‘on the whole, worked out for 
you too badly? If the boy had had more illusions, you might 
have had more trouble ’ 

‘Yes, I see what you mean ’ She paused ‘Roderick would not 
take my way of life now so calmly if he had not thought, from 
the fiirst, that he had a mother capable de touU That is certainly,* 
she agreed, with the affability of extreme disdain, ‘rather a pomt * 
It was clear that he hated the way she said so 
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‘You mean/ she went on, ‘there’s been a certain advantage 
m my^son s feeling I had nothing left to lose?’ 

‘No, now look here — ’ 

‘Really we cannot talk if you are so squeamish ’ 

‘We shall have to talk,’ said Harnson, ‘all the same As I did 
rather say, if you recollect, when you and I made this date for the 
evemng over the phone Then, of course, it so happened that 
this other dung came up And I can’t say, if I may say so, that I’m 
sorry it did — somehow it’s brought us closer You’d say I 
mustn’t say that? Then let’s leave it this way it’s established 
confidence ’ 

‘I had almost forgotten we were not here for pleasure ’ 
‘Knowmg how I feel, that again is too bad of you ’ He turned, 
however, with at least some equanimity to signal for more lager 
and the next course The considerable remains of the lobster 
were taken away, crumbs of coral, dribbles of greenery, drops of 
transparent yellow assiduously were wiped from the dark-topped 
table, two double portions of a fruit flan appeared ‘Though of 
course, also,’ Harnson said with second failure of confidence, 
‘the Welsh rarebit here has been known to be far from bad . . • 
On the whole, right as we are, you think ? In that case, OK,’ 

he told the white-coated boy, whose hands’ red mexpert pro- 
gress about the table he had not ceased to watch, as though 
timing work 

‘Yes,’ he went on when they were once more alone, ‘for me 
this is an occasion — if I have got to scold you ’ 

‘Oh,’ she said, going cold to the marrow ‘Why?’ 

‘You have done what I told you not to ’ 

‘I cannot think what you mean ’ 

‘You can if you want, all nght Yes, you’ve been naughty ’ 
‘Really 

‘Yes, really. Also,’ he said, at his softest, ‘rash One of these 
days you’ll be getting some of us mto trouble Don’t look blank 
— you know very well what you’ve done ’ 

She worned with her fork at the flan pastry. 

‘As we know, we have a mutual friend ’ 
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‘If you mean Robert/ she flashed out, ‘he doesn’t know you ’ 

‘So that’s what he says/ said Harrison, looking at her twice 
‘Now we know where we are So you thought you’d take a 
chance on it and tip Robert off/ 

‘No,’ she said, steadymg her voice, ‘not that You expect me 
to have taken what you told me a good deal more senously than 
I did — did ever, and certainly more senously than I could now 
Naturally I asked him whether he knew you — are we making 
any bones about thatJ»’ 

‘Right,’ said Harnson unperturbably ‘Let’s by all means take 
things a bit slower So he said, no, he had never set eyes on me? 
(Which is not unlikely — how much good should I be if he knew 
he had^) Whereupon, you took it that that was that?’ 

‘If you mean I thought no more of it, frankly, no no, I didn’t ’ 

‘Frankly,’ retorted Harrison, ‘we’re not, are we, hetng particu- 
larly franks Because, on the contrary, I should estimate you’ve 
thought of practically nothmg else Else, why not tell me to go 
to the devil?’ 

‘Why, mdeeds’ she said boldly ‘Perhaps you are growmg on 
me, as you say ’ 

He took this without a flicker Then he asked ‘Do you know 
you’re not as bright as I thought?’ 

‘Oh?’ 

‘No When I told you, at the very begmnmg, that I should 
know if you tipped him off, you should have thought twice Try 
thinkmg now I not only know that you have, I could tell you 
when I could tell you fhe very day, or rather the very mght/ 

‘What makes you think you could tell me the day, or mght?’ 

‘Because, from the morning after, Robert altered his course. 
Pulled out of old haunts, dropped several old fnends cold. 
Behaved, in fact, exacdy and to the letter the way I’d told you he 
would behave from the mstant he knew there was anyone on his 
tracks. Which was not,’ said Harrison, secretively fiddhng with 
a agatette but not hghtmg it, ‘unnoticed. What do you think 
I’m for?’ 

Stella opened her bag, began to powder her face not knowing 
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whether her hand would shake she did not take the risk of 
applying lipstick Before putting away the mirror she exammed 
her eyebrows, shapmg them with the tip of her little finger 
‘Well? ' she said, as though m abstraction — but there was a 
deadness, into which she failed to mfuse expression, about her tone 

‘Well ’ he rephed ‘So now what more do you want? If 
you ever wanted a proof, I suppose you have one? If you want 
to, think back Months ago, when I first put this up to you, 
didn’t I din m one thmg — that if you did shp the word to him, 
rd know? How? you said I said, because he would show it 
Tomght, that’s what I’m telhng you he’s done So now you 
know now I know you spoke You know I know what you told 

him * 

‘Told him when?’ 

‘That mght you got back from Ireland ’ 

She looked round the room More people had come in , no one 
had gone out yet, a new row of eaters’ backs was along the 
counter; the dog, leash traihng, now sniffed about the floor 
Space between the counter and the tables was by this time con- 
gested by standmg groups, holdmg glasses, lookmg (it seemed to 
her) with stunned calcuktion mto each others’ faces She got the 
impression that news unheard by her had detonated dully among 
these people, without causmg a blmk to the lights or a shock to 
anyone Perhaps the fact was that the seemg of everybody by 
everybody eke with such awful nearness and clearness was 
already enough. They were neither smart nor shabby, drunk nor 
sober, saved nor damned — bom extras, if anythmg too many 
But nobody is hired to play for nothmg however smdl a part she 
wondered what tomght’s inducement could be — here and there 
somebody looked around, uncertam, as though the mducement 
were breakmg down Was it possible that some major entrance 
could be overdue? How if Robert were to walk m? 

‘I doff t,’ she said, ‘see anyone I have ever seen. Who are all 
these people?’ 

Surpnsed, he ran his eye over them ‘Usual crowd ’ 

‘You would know if any of them were unusual?’ 
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He, looking put out, said he might or might not evidently he 
felt that the situation, at this point, demanded somethmg more 
from her Concentratedly workmg towards this climax, he had 
not, as his tense fidgety blankness showed, envisaged it as it was 
to be He had, as though to symbolize a sort of general commg- 
into-the-open, hghted the cigarette, but he smoked without 
satisfaction, knocking ash off faster than it could form — some 
fell on the sticky part of the flan 
What an evenmg, she superficially thought, of, among every- 
thmg else, waste * She returned to scrutmizmg the other people 
between half-closed lids. ‘One girl, I see,* she said, ‘has got her 
stocking-seams crooked Is that tmusual»* 

Lome, at these words — or at what must have been their 
vibration, for they could not have reached her end of the room — 
pivoted round on the stool on which she sat Holdmg on with 
one hand to the rail of the counter, she leaned backwards fb stare 
at Harrison’s table as though it might mean somethmg — and, as 
soon became evident, it did Her face ht up, her colour enthusia- 
stically rose She nodded, lost some of her countenance but went 
on starmg Hamson did not see her ‘Oh, but the one I mean is 
a friend of yours*’ exclaimed Stella m the hght, rather high voice 
which had m the last few mmutes become her own She was at 
a desirable distance from her soul ‘Do at least,’ she said tc 
Harrison, ‘look at her*’ 

He did so without pleasure Very much gratified, Louie 
renewed the greetmg he not so much nodded as contracted his 
neck-muscles with a jerk — then at once looked elsewhere ‘Oh, 
come,’ said Stella, ‘one can do better than that ’ 

‘I haven’t time,’ he said ‘Nor have you You — you’ve put us 
all on the spot, nicely As thmgs are, how long do you think I 
am gomg to carry this» What do you expect me to do now**’ 

‘I was wondering ’ 

‘It’s a question of what I can do Thanks to you, our friend has 
pretty well dished himself I told you, the only case for Jeavmg 
him loose was, the chance he might lead us to something bigger 
Now he’s put wise he’s out All this tone he’s been costmg us 
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quite a bit now, the only possible case for leaving him loose falls 
dowai No more reason why things shouldn’t take their course 
That IS what it’s up to me to report ’ 

‘So you do?* 

‘I’ve got myself to think of — And, of course, the coimtry ’ 

‘I see So far, who besides you knows this»’ 

This must have been the question he had been waitmg for 
‘Up to date — as a whole, as a hang-together — only I know It 
has still to go on up 

‘Still ’ She suddenly looked him m the eye ‘I see You 
wouldn’t be tellmg me this if it had gone?’ 

* Scram!* said Harrison violently to the dog 
Patiently knocking itself against a leg of their table, the dog 
had distracted Stella’s attention it pushed its muzzle up at her, 
pleading to be allowed to be under obligation to someone — there 
was sSmethmg umbihcal about its trailmg leash Harrison, 
reaching round, pushed at the dog with his foot a masochistic 
quiver ran down its spme but it stood firm, having now lodged 
Its head upon Stella’s knee She put her hand on its collar, 
counting over the studs with her finger-tips as though readmg 
braille ‘It’s not domg any harm,’ she said 
‘It’s bothermg you ’ 

‘No, only boring me Won’t bite, I wish it would . We 
were saymg?’ 

‘You know what we were saymg You know quite weU ’ 

‘I know what you are gomg to say, yes That through my 
blunder this is your moment to foreclose? That at last, now, it 
really ts up to me? That I either buy out Robert, for a bit longer? 
— or?’ 

She broke off — for, with a hghtnmg movement, Harrison had 
clapped down his hand on hers She envisaged for a split second 
that, past a pomt msulted, he could be stnkmg her Then she saw 
what had happened, what was happemng — Louie was advancmg 
on their table ‘Excuse me,’ Louie panted, ‘I’m just after my dog ’ 
She stooped and chcked a finger and thumb ‘Come on, come 
along with you, Spot, you bad boy» Bothermg people*’ 
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Stella, retammg a very clear impiession of the dog fitting 
scratching long before Louie entered, looked at her with surprise 
Everything ungirt, artless, ardent, urgent about Louie was to the 
fore all over herself she gave the impression of twisted stockings 
For this evening she had abandoned her comrade get-up and was 
looking smart, if not as smart as she hoped, in a claret two-piece, 
a handbag slithered under her elbow and m one bare hand she 
was mauling a pair of fancy gloves A bow clip rode its way 
down her pony-rough hair Her big lips, apart, were pale mside 
their crusted cosmetic rim, distended by enterprise, askance at 
what she found herself doing, her eyes looked oyster-pale in her 
ruddy face in the glare 

IVe not seen you m our park,’ she said to Harrison with 
galvanized boldness, ‘for ever so long*’ 

‘You don’t surprise me,’ he said, picking up the end of the 
dog’s leash and handing it to her ‘I’m never there ’ * 

‘Still, you must have been when I saw you — Fancy seeing you 
here^ Excuse me interrupting, it’s on account of the dog — Spot,’ 
she said to it faltering, ‘you bad boy, you Won’t leave people 
alone ’ 

‘You’re not mterruptmg us,’ Stella said, looking gratefully up 
at Louie — who, standmg loommg over the table, naively shifted 
her weight from foot to foot ‘Why do you call your dog Spot> 
He hasn’t got any ’ 

Louie could be seen to take rapid thought ‘He’s my friend’s 
dog, more, that I am keepmg an eye on,’ she said, yankmg half- 
heartedly at the leash ‘It’s nice here, really, isn’t it?’ she went on^ 
lookmg around the room and then back at Stella she studied 
Stella and her bravado ebbed ‘I hardly wonder at anyone's 
commg here ’ 

‘Anyhow, you come Often?’ 

‘No, I never do What makes it funny this evenmg my getting 
here is, I don’t think it’s the place I meant to I mean, I have got 
a date, ‘but I think now it must really be somewhere el^ They 
said to keep down the street, and then it was just down some 
steps and I couldn’t miss it, but it’s surprising the way yoi| can 
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If It isn’t here I have no idea where they did mean everywhere 
has gpt names, but all you can read written up is, “Open”. So I 
thought in case it was the others’ mistake I’d better give them an 
hour Meanwhile I had a bite But for my girl fnend saymg I 
always look so silly, I’d just as soon ’ 

‘That’s nght,’ mterposed Harrison, who throughout the speech 
had been drummmg diumbs on the table-rim, ‘you’d better beat 
It home. You’ll only be landmg yourself in more trouble And 
mmd, put that dog back where it came from ’ 

‘'Wliy, look. It’s taking qmte a fancy to you, now, poor thmg, 
isn’t It? They always say a dog knows However, I should be 
gettmg along ’ 

‘No, don’t go!’ cried Stella, checking a movement to catch at 
Louie’s arm ‘For a minute — why won’t you sit down?’ 

‘Oh, I don’t think I ought to,’ Louie decided, after a glance 
at HariSson 
‘For a minute 

‘No, I don’t thmk I should ’ She reached an empty chair from 
the next-door table, turned it around and sat on it She looked 
from Stella to Harrison ‘For one thmg, you were talkmg ’ 
‘Only deadmg somethmg,* said Stella, gomg dead white at 
the sound of the words 
‘Still, even that takes time ’ 

The anonymous crisis at this table seemed to Louie no queerer 
than any other She crossed her legs, draped her skirt on her 
knee, pasting it mto position with the palm of a hand Here she 
was, sitting hke an image — up to whom was it to pass the next 
remark? She looked at the dog and, cnckmg her head sideways, 
re-read the address of the owner on its collar she then reflected 
she should have thought of that, making her look so silly. How- 
ever, you had to do somethmg or nothmg happened, and, m spite 
of Harnson’s nasty manner, neither of them had looked agam at 
the dog ‘How I wish I knew where this was where we are,* she 
said at l^t ‘Because they have ever such a vanety of snacks ’ 

‘I have no idea where we are^’ cned Stella, starting ahve 
* Where are we?* she threw at Harnson, who did not answer 
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‘Do at any rate/ she went on, rapidly and light-headedly, to 
Lome, ‘tell me who you are You see,’ she laughed, indifferently 
as though Harrison were nothing more than a stuffed figure, 
‘there’s no chance of our being mtroduced, so you tell me your 
name and I’ll tell you mine I’m Mrs Rodney ’ 

Louie only was glib when she improvised now it was after a 
pause m which she seemed to quell a doubt that she at last 
declared ‘I’m Mrs Lewis ’ 

'Are youJ^’ said Stella, again surprised — so much so that she 
found herself glancing for confirmation at Louie’s wedding-ring 
finger 

‘Yes,’ Louie said, with a now more confident nod ‘But you 
know how it is — my husband rightly should be an electrician, 
but now they’ve got him m India Or at least,’ she amended, 
shymg away from Harnson, ‘that’s what it appears like, but you 
have to be careful what you say Wherever he is, I’nC! quite 
lonely sometimes, really Still, as it says, we women are all in 
the same boat ’ 

‘Oh, I’m not it’s just that my husband’s dead ’ 

Louie was shaken ‘You don’t mean, already killed?’ 

‘No, he died And that was years ago ’ 

‘All the same ’ Louie, havmg turned this over, brought her 
gaze to bear upon Harnson, re-assessmg him, from the finger-nail 
up to the crown of the head, in a new and it could be unportant 
hght It appeared to her that Stella should do better Unnerved 
by a look from him, she again attempted to please ‘To think of 
you remembering me,’ she said ‘After only once But I know 
you did remark how you seldom forgot a face. Considering 
what a number there are, it ought to be quite funny inside your 
head by this time ’ 

‘You’re right,’ said Stella ‘It is quite funny mside his head ’ 
On hearing which words Harrison fi^ed his eyes on her with an 
either equivocal or tormented expression But she was saying to 
Louie JYou’re not old friends, then?’ 

‘Why, I don’t know his name^ Just we fell into conversation 
at a park concert They’re informal on account of the open air 
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You notice how they seem to attract all sorts Such classical 
musK, in spite of which you get the band fiddling away as gaily 
as anything m that mce glen Though oh the gnats, however, 
and then night quite falls before you know where you are Of 
course by this time of year everything’s discontinued, which is 
just the pity — there’s nothing left but London once it’s winter 

How he was thinking away to himself, though she said, 
her face retrospectedly broadenmg T shall never forget * She 
waited for Harnson to enter into the story he did not, so she 
went on unaided ‘I nearly had to laugh — boxing at his hand 
with his other hand You never saw such bramwork There was 
I on one chair, next that an empty, then him there on the next 
I need not say, it was Sunday ’ 

‘That,’ said Stella to Harnson, ‘was the day you were listemng 
to the band?’ 

*You were never his date^’ said Louie, illumined ‘Doesn’t 
that go to show ’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Why, It does show Because I did just wonder if he might 
not be artful — so now I ought to beg his pardon ’ Her pause 
was proffered to Harnson no reply ‘Though it’s not,’ some- 
thing constramed her to tell Stella, ‘that in a regular way I should 
take note of a person you meet so many No, what led me to 
take account of him was a thmg he said which you don’t hear 
often. He gave me an old-fashioned look and said: “/ might be 
funny, for all you know ” ’ As ever pleased by the words, she 
drank m their effect on Stella 

But Stella was not enough — exaltedly haulmg on the dog’s 
leash, Lome faced round on Harnson ‘Oh yes you did — 
remember? You said how you might be funny. You see, you 
saw I was not a London girl ’ 

‘What I saw you were, and are,’ replied Harnson, ‘is a pest 
And mind — are you trymg to choke that dog?’ He looked at 
Stella and said ‘As for you, are you off your head? Do you 
think we have got all night?’ 

She said ‘Yes, I thought we had»’ 
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The quietness of all this made its repercussion on Louies slow* 
she played the leash out again to its full length, meanwhile gazing 
down at the dog with commiseration But then suddenly she 
gave the dog a warnmg push with her foot, as though it would 
be safest as far away as possible ‘No,* she cried out, ‘how he 
can have the heart’’ 

The two others, surprised, watched Louie sliding her chair 
back in a panic over the rubber floor They waited with some- 
thmg like deference for her to go on she did ‘Oh, I wonder 
you go with him’ I don’t wonder you don’t care to stay alone 
just with him if you can help it People to be friendly, that’s 
what the war’s for, isn’t it? I never had any more motive than 
that poor dog’’ 

‘I am so sorry,’ said Stella, stoopmg to pick up Louie’s flimsy 
gloves, which had fallen hopelessly to the ground straightening 
their crumpled fingers she paused to look with remorse at the 
pattern pmked on their backs She returned them to Louie, 
saymg* ‘You mustn’t mind his manner ’ 

‘Don’t you mmd his manner?’ 

‘One cannot always choose ’ 

*I should have thought you should have had other chances,’ 
said Louie lifelessly havmg let go the leash she was attempting 
to tug a glove on ‘Though you ought not to mind me either,’ 
she had to add, ‘because I always do get upset they say so You 
see my home was wiped out, so that if anyone goes for me I 
suddenly don’t know which way to turn So you must excuse 
my saymg anythmg I did all it was, that up to the very last I had 
understood us all to be friendly — apart, that is, firom his rather- 
mg me not there How was I to know he would flash out so 
wicked?’ 

‘You must not blame him,’ said Stella, ‘it has been my fault 
He’s m trouble, too — I am tellmg her that you are m trouble,’ 
she said to Harrison, then went back to Louie ‘Nothing ever 
works*out the way one hoped, and to know how bittar that is 
one must be a worker-out — you and I are not. This evening 
was to have been a celebration, the first of many more evenings 
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It may still be the first of many more evenmgs, but what will 
they be worth? This is the truth/ she said, loofcmg round her at 
all the other people apprehensively starmg into each other’s 
faces ‘He cannot bear it, let’s hope he will forget it — let’s hope 
that, It IS the least we can do, we’re all three human At any 
tune It may be your hour or mine — you or I may be leammg 
some terrible human lesson which is to undo everything we had 
thought we had It’s that, not death, that we ought to hve 
prepared for — What shall we do?’ she said to Harrison ‘What 
would be least impossible, do you think? Where shall we go 
next?’ 

The overpowered Louie glanced from man to woman, 
heaved about on her chair as though bound by ropes to it, got 
herself free, stood up ‘I ought to be gettmg home ’ 

‘But you said your home — ?’ 

‘I ou§ht to be gettmg back where I am Tell him it’s as you 
were,’ she said ‘People must fly off sometimes ’ 

‘Say good night to him ’ 

‘Me? I don’t know his name ’ 

‘Harrison — You must congratulate me before you go,’ said 
Stella, her hand still on Louie’s arm ‘I’ve good news, I think ’ 
‘You have?’ 

Stella nodded ‘A fnend is out of danger ’ 

Harnson’s unfoldmg of his arms, on which he had been leaning 
heavily, let the table restore itself to equilibrium with a bump 
and a flash of cutlery He was changing his attitude, apparently, 
only in order to mimster to a smarting eye, which a fume from 
his heap of stubs must at last have caught He scrubbed at this 
eye, the left, with a finger-np, raismg and lowermg his eyebrows 
‘Why not you two both go along together?’ he said, looking at 
the finger when it had done. ‘Don’t you hear what I saye’ he 
asked m a louder, less absent voice ‘You two had better both 
be gettmg along ’ 

Stella,^ pale agam with stupidity, touched a spoon m a saucer 
At last she brought out ‘But / 

‘Well, what?’ 
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Stella looked at Louie, as though she might take a turn "Sut — 
she and I have no idea where we are * 

‘Turn right, at the top of the steps, keep on, first left, keep 
on again One of you ought to know when you’re m Regent 
Street * 

‘And then, I don’t know where she hves ’ 

‘She may ’ 

He rose and pulled back the table, Stella under compulsion 
got slowly up ‘I don’t understand,’ she said ‘What has been 
decided? What are you gomg to do now?’ 

‘Get the bill Do you think a bill pays itself?’ 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


might have known/ said Connie. ‘And after the lengths 
I my friend went to providmg his friend for you So there 
Xwe had him on top of us all the evening ’ 

‘Anyhow, you’re back early ’ 

‘What else would you suppose? No, this is the last time I take 
you under my wung, let me tell you Go on resume your 
usual habits ’ 

‘I didn’t, Connie/ said Lome, floppmg like a flatfish across her 
bed, shoeless ‘Oh, my feet’’ 

Connie scolded ‘Round in those silly shoes’’ 

‘All nght then, I’m silly all over — go on, say it Still, it was a 
pity yoji didn’t come where I was, even if it wasn’t just where 
you said They had ever such a variety of snacks And another 
thmg — ’ 

‘Well, so they had a variety of snacks where we were — What 
other thmg?’ 

‘I got right m a drama ’ 

‘Oh, I’ve had qmte enough of that for tomght, thank you,’ 
Conme declared, yawnmg Standmg m cami-knickers in firont of 
Louie’s front-room gas fire, she balanced herself as she peeled 
off one stockmg, then the other. ‘And hsten if you wish me to 
sleep down here m your bed with you, you go on and pop m 
ahead and warm it I don’t see why I should be the one to get 
the gooseflesh ’ 

‘You are kmd, Conme ’ 

‘Well, rather that than up two flights m the nude It’s all one 
to me — though, mmd you. I’m never sure this is healthy Got 
your clock set?* 

‘It never went off this mo rning * 

‘Then I shouldn’t he surpnsed if you never set it Let me 
look — %ive it here ’ 

Conme gave the alarum clock a good shake ‘Anyhow, what 
do you mean?’ she went on ‘Drama? If you’re gomg to tell me 
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you got in a fight, don’t — I have had enough of all that 
monotony Or if not, then whatever kept you so long?’ • 
Louie, half-way through pulhng her nightgown over her head, 
explained in a muffled voice ‘Walked home ’ 

‘Whatever made you do that with the trams running? No 
wonder you felt your feet ’ 

‘I got asked to accompany someone back ’ 

‘There’s nothing I can see wrong with die clock* said Connie, 
coming to put it back on the bedside chair, ‘but that’s the most 
I can say — Got that nightie for me?’ A spare one of Louie’s 
for Connie’s use was nowadays kept under Tom’s pillow ‘Well, 
shove over,’ she ordered in a minute or two ‘And mmd,’ she 
added, bouncing critically once or twice on the spnngs on Tom’s 
side, ‘whatever you do or don’t dream durmg the night, don’t 
you start kicking me with your toe-nails hke you did last time: 
that’s one of the things I don’t get married for Or maybe it 
was as a precaution your husband seems to have hollowed him- 
self this deep trough? You ought to get this mattress seen to, 
once conditions show any sign of becommg normal — though, 
of course, again, one sign of conditions becoming normal should 
with luck be you havmg your husband commg nippmg back, m 
which case far be it from me to dictate I’d as soon he level, but 
men are more nervous — You creamed your face?’ 

‘I don’t think I’ll bother, Connie — You like to use my cream, 
though?’ 

‘Nn-nn, I’ll let it ride Where has the fatal gift of beauty been 
getting Connie lately, I should hke to know» — I’ll tell you what, 
however you ought to watch your pores It could be your not 
havmg a London skm ’ 

So Louie turned out the light But, ‘Oh, there* she com- 
plamed, ‘Connie, you went and left on the fire^’ — ‘Well, I 
haven’t yet known you seven years, have I? While you’re at it, 
you’d better undo the window, just in case that clock ofiyours 
should Hot go off’ Upon Louie’s gettmg out with a resigned flop, 
Connie took the chance of appropnatmg the extra amount of 
blanket wanted for her cocoon Louie, for her part, dawdled 
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rathet on the return journey, taking some time to feel her way 
roun^ the furmture ‘Buck up,’ grumbled Connie, ‘Lady 
Macbeth ^ So it was the drama you accompamed home, or what?’ 

But this evening for Louie had rung the knell of Harnson, 
man of mystery, as a subject she found, with a shock, that what 
she now most wanted was never to speak of him again A fog of 
abhorrence was already settling over his features, blotting out 
what he said, blanketing the cuttmgly quiet edge of his tone of 
voice It seemed unseemly, even, that his companion should have 
claimed for him the prerogative of pam Louie simultaneously 
felt he could never suffer and wished he might It was not so 
much that she could not forgive him as that he seemed to her 
bom to repulse forgiveness, with mdeed all things else tonight’s 
most strong impression had been that in all Harrison there was no 
place m which to receive anything Oh, what had come over her, 
m talking to Connie, thus to have baited her talk? The truth was, 
she very much wanted to speak of Stella — but as to that, also, 
probably better not. Very many nights it was Connie’s way to 
drop mto sleep bang, like a devil down through a trapdoor — 
much was it to be hoped this might happen now But of course, 
not ‘Mm-mm?’ persisted Conme, yankmg one arm out over 
the bedclothes to spank at her ovm hip-bone, makmg sure m the 
dark it was always there ‘So what?’ 

Lome tried a yawn like a lion’s ‘Oh Con — I — am — so — 
tired!’ 

‘What do you imagme I am, always upon the watch? Not to 
speak of this evemng, draggmg around that spare What’s the 
matter with you is, you’re getting stealthy*’ 

*Oh no, truly. No, all that happened was, me starting by 
takmg a fancy to a dog It seemed so sad Which led me mto 
getting into conversation with its owners ’ 

‘What were they domg, then — ill-treatmg it?’ 

‘Oh no. No, they were sitting at a table “Well,” they said, 
“it alw-^ys IS somethmg to meet a fellow dog-lover ” ^ I said: 
“Funny you callmg your dog Spot when it hasn’t got any,” so 
they took that well and asked me to jom them, making a third ’ 

236 



‘Then married, were they?* 

‘Oh no No, her husband was dead No, they weren’t married * 
‘Then m that case how could they both have the same dog ? . • 
No, you’ve mucked up two evenings, it seems to me So along 
you came, you mean, with your fatal charm, and broke that up, 
then saw him home?* 

‘On the contrary, Connie He got mdisposed so remained 
behind with the dog, and I saw her home I went as far as her 
door She and I became friendly She was refined * 

‘She was what?* 

‘Refined ’ 

‘No wonder her friend passed out * 

‘That I did not say* No, now you are too bad — keeping on 
taking me up like that! If that is all you are going to do, just you 
leave me quiet*’ Louie heaved round to facing the other way, 
takmg with her all she could m the way of bedclothes, thereby 
creating tautness with draught beneath it between her form and 
the unyieldmg Connie’s She drew her knees up and drove her 
profile forward, blunted, into her pillow All tbs having been 
registered by the bed-sprmgs, Connie muttered ‘There you go 
— take on, do*’ Tensity, silence Connie acted as one thinking 
no more of it But then a spring uncoiled — she brought out her 
arm again and dealt a wallop at the behind of Louie ‘You don’t 
have to mind me,* she said, ‘you great sissy*’ 

‘It isn’t you only It’s the taking and taking up of me on the 
part of everyone when I have no words Often you say the 
advantage I should be at if I could speak grammar, but it*s not 
only that Look the trouble there is when I have to only say what 
I can say, and so cannot ever say what it is really Inside me it’s 
hke bemg crowded to death — more and more of it all gettmg 
into me I could more bear it if I could only say Now she 
tonight, she spoke beautifully I needn’t pity her — there it was, 
off her chest If I could put it like she does I might not be steal thy : 
when ypu know you only can say what’s a bit off, what does it 
matter how much more off it is? He was fit to strike her, but then 
she passed it off — if the way she did pass it off made bm fit to 
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strike her — so there was I left with him ugly, which I cannot 
forget . * At home where I used always to be there never used 
to be any necessity to say, neither was there with Tom, as long as 
they let him stop here But look now — whatever am I to, now 
there’s the necessity? From on and on like this not being able to 
say, I seem to get to be nothmg, now there’s no one. I would 
more understand if I was able to make myself understood, so you 
know how it is, how I try everythmg Excuse me, Connie, after 
your kmdness, but you keepmg askmg only makes me take on 
I’d sooner you some ways than a strange person, and I see you’re 
right — to have been so happy-go-lucky like I’ve been does not 
appear true to Tom All it is is, there’s always this with a man — 
It need not have to come up what you cannot say I would far 
sooner you there if you’d only be there, just ’ 

Connie did not reply. 

‘Wteit’s the matter, Connie^’ 

‘Can’t I thmks’ 

‘Oh, if that’s all it is ’ 

‘All I can say is, if I was you I shouldn’t worry my head You 
are not so much more pecuhar than many others I cannot say 
what anyone ought to do, really It’s late, you know ’ 
‘Why, yes, I suppose it is ’ 

‘You can tell it is, from the quiet ’ They lay listenmg to what, 
under analysis, was only sound at further remove nocturnal 
tram-sounds, shuntmg, clanking and hissmg, from the network 
of Marylebone hues ‘Hark at those marshallmg-yards/ 
grumbled Conme, ‘you might as well be m Germany ’ Then a 
moment later, somethmg faltered over the ceihng searchhghts 
out ‘Funny it would be,’ Louie remarked, ‘to see hght like we 
used to see on that ceihng, standmg still We did used to have a 
lamp just outside there m the street, therefore you have no idea 
how different this room used to be all through the middle of the 
mght It could have kept us awake And that tree behind the 
yard, % mstance, when there was a wmdow lighted behmd that 
the pattern of that tree used to come right on this very same bed 
It used to be so lifelike you saw it move, Tom remarked you 
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could know it was a plane tree — Flunk the searchlights^ mean 
anything?’ 

‘Nn-nn they’re obliged to keep fidgeting them about ’ 

‘We ought to go to sleep, then ’ 

‘Yes, I said ’ Connie reared up for the last tune to scratch 
inside an armpit, then settled down — so dead still that the feeling 
of her beside one was that of Lot’s Wife horizontal Indeed, this 
applying of her whole force of character to the will to sleep was 
disturbing, going on close beside one — Louie, back on her back 
agam, clasped her hands under her head and stared up at nothing 
~ It was oppressive, though, how much of nothing there was 
she escaped from underneath that, in a minute more, into 
wondering how Stella had done her hair But how were you to 
telh — there had been the hat Most of all, there had been the 
effect — the effect, it said, was what you ought all to go for 
Black best of all, with accessories, if you were the tyfJe The 
effect of this person? Invisible powder, mutiny, shock, loss, 
sparkle-clip on black and clean rigid Ime of shoulders, terror 
somewhere knocking about inside her like a loose piece of ice, a 
not-young face of no other age, eyes, under blue-bloomed hds, 
turning on you an mtent emptied look, youth somewhere away 
at the back of it like a shadow, bps shaped, but shaping what they 
ought not, hat of small type nothing if not put on right, put on 
right, exposingly, agony ironed out of the forehead, the start, 
where the hair ran back, of one white lock — What had been 
done to her^ Where had she got herselfi — Fine wrist-watch not 
to be recollected apart from the fine wrist-bone, on her reaching 
down to pick up the fallen gloves Good of her — but, dwelling 
on them like that? You might have thought Mrs Rodney had 
not seen gloves before . 

Louie felt herself entered by what was foreign She exclaimed 
m thought, ‘Oh no, I wouldn’t be herV at the moment when she 
most nearly was Think, now, what the air was charged with 
mght and day — xmunderstandable languages, music yotj did not 
care for, sickness, germs ^ You did not know what you might 
not be tunmg in to, you could not say what you might not be 
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picking up affected, infected you were at every turn Receiver, 
concvictor, carrier — which was Louie, what was she doomed to 
be? She asked herself, but without words She felt what she had 
not felt before — was it, even, she herself who was feelmg? She 
wondered if she would ever find Stella’s house, the steps at whose 
foot they had said good mght m the dark, again, still more she 
wondered if she would want to. ‘But this is not goodbye, I hope,’ 
had been said — but what, how much, had she meant to mean? 
This fancy taken to Louie, this clmging on, were these some sick 
part of a mood? Here now was Lome sought out exactly as she 
had sought to be: it is m nature to want what you want so much 
too much that you must recoil when it comes. Lying m Chil- 
combe Street, grappling her fingers together under her head, 
Lome dwelled on Stella with mistrust and addiction, dread and 
desire Out of all the communicativeness durmg the zigzag walk 
back tcJ“ Weymouth Street, there had nsen not one reference to^ 
Harnson mstead, the talker had been dashmg patchily back 
through her own past — partly as though to know by the spoken 
sound of It if It were true, partly as though she could not put too 
great a distance between herself and what had happened half an 
hour ago She had come back and back to a son she had m the 
Army Anxious^* — why not, this was her only son ‘He should 
be a comfort to you,’ Lome had mterposed, ‘Oh, yes, he is z 
comfort to meV Havmg been walking fast, the talker had from 
that pomt on walked fiister, Louie had been put to it to keep up 
with her even with her own famous big flat stride Fast? — no, 
It had been something more than that Mrs Rodney walked like 
a soul astray 

Those three words reached Lome imperatively, as though 
spoken — memory up to now had been surface pictures knocked 
apart and together by the heavings of a submerged trouble Now 
her hps seemed bidden. ‘A soul astray,’ they repeated with awe, 
aloud. 

Then^m alarm she hstened silence. She hstened longer — 
unseen, Conme might have been stone dead 

^Connte^* 
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There came a hiss of breath ‘Well, what?' replied Connie in 
a sharp sleepless voice 
‘I couldn't hear you breathe ' 

‘Nor I was, till you go and make me ' 

‘What were you doing, then?’ 

‘Trying what those Indians are said to do ’ 

‘Which Indians? — You did give me a fright ’ 

‘Fakers ’ 

‘Whatever don’t they do that for?’ 

‘To attam themselves to the seventh degree of consciousness * 
‘Whoever told you? Tom never repeated anything like that 
about the Indians when he writes letters, and he is observant — 
Anyway, what d*you want to be conscious for like that?* 

‘I’m peculiar,* Conme said in a Delphic tone ‘If I’m not to be 
one thing then I’d as soon be the other one hundred per cent 
I’ve never been so wakeful — must be something I ate nc?thing’s 
pure these days No, I’m not m pain, nor is it fullness or wind, 
only the umverse fevermg round mside my head — Ever got a 
bicarbonate? — No, I suppose not * 

‘We did have, but Tom took them m the Army — However, 
I could always look in the drawer.’ 

‘What’s the use of lookmg m the drawer when they’re m the 
Army? — No, if I’ve got to have the umverse m my head I might 
as well look it m the eye There ought to be some advantage in 
seeing it m proportion, which is all it reqmres I should not mind 
if I did You can but try, it can do no further harm ’ 

‘You might stop your heart ’ 

‘Look, you buzz off back to sleep 
‘I haven’t been asleep ’ 

‘What were you talkmg in your sleep for, then? I was right on 
the point of attammg when you made me jump ’ 

‘Ever so sorry ’ 

‘Oh well, how were you to know?’ 

‘All the same, I do wish you wouldn’t, Connie * 

*Now I doubt if I can . And where are you getting to, I’d 
like to know — crying out like after a stray soul?’ 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


O NE thing was out of the question telephoning to Robert 
There needed to be no question — when, having parted 
from Louie, Stella was again, alone, m her flat — of eyeing 
the telephone, wondering whether to or not to Robert tonight 
was at Holme Dene Summoned to a family convocation, he had 
arranged, he that morning told her, to dash down there by the 
seven o’clock tram 


The occasion was without precedent what had happened was 
this — Mrs Kelway had had an offer for the house By post had 
arrived the thunderbolt one of the many agents upon whose 
books^Holme Dene had reposed for so many years had, without 
warning, written saying he had a buyer, or, at least, a client ready 
to reach that point To say that the proposition unsettled Mrs 
Kelway and Ernestine would be an understatement, it threw 
them into disarray Simultaneously, they declared that the 
decidmg of anything, either way, was repugnant, and equally, 
that It would be unsuitable for them to decide anythmg, with or 
without repugnance, without Robert Emestme’s letter to him 
to this effect had been such a combmation of haste and length that 
he could only reply that he had not the pleasure of understanding 
her. She had refused to telephone on the matter except m a 
senes of groans, warmng hisses and hydrophobic laughs, mter* 
spersmg what sounded to be a code Muttikins and she, she 
reiterated, quite saw that of course the war and Robert’s conduct 
of It came first, at the same time, could he not find some teeny- 
weeny space in which to attend to the affairs of his own family? 
Muttikins was bemg wonderful, but it seemed unfair 
Thus had they got him there- there he was Already for an 
hour they had been at it. now the clock m the lounge stood at 
9 15 — Ernestine, owmg to the seriousness of the occasion, had 
decided to give the news a miss The curtains over archways and 
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windows were close drawn, the decorative squints in the ingle- 
nook wore what looked like eye-patches of black cotton i The 
tray carnbd m with fuss for Robert had been carried out ^gain 
with just less fuss, Mrs Kelway and Ernestine having watched 
him eat The children, if not asleep, were m bed — a sense of 
midnight already filled the lounge, the fire, having consumed its 
last feed for the day, burned low Screens had been so con- 
centrated to form an alcove for Mrs, Kelway’s chair, in this she 
knitted with that unflickermg velocity which had alarmed Stella 
Ernestine, on the opposite side of the hearth, was doing nothing 
other than thinking hard — as, she explained, she and they all 
must do, m view of the shortness of Robert’s time and the 
necessity of decidmg something Sitting upright on a coffin stool 
collected by her father at an antique shop, she wore her uniform 
and a hat As for Robert, it was useless to suggest he should sit 
down, though they mdomitably continued to do so — up and 
down the lounge, to and fro across it, between the origmal oak 
pieces and the visitmg mahogany furniture, he paced, he paused, 
stared, stood When he ever did come to a standstill on the 
hearthrug, it was with the effect of sighting some resolution, 
which again each time he abandoned without giving it words 
His keeping in movement thus gave the Kelway triangle an 
unfixed third point to address Robert mvolved a perpetual 
turning of the head — at least on the part of Ernestine, Mrs. 
Kelway seemed to see no more reason to make this concession 
than to make any other 

The Kelways communicated with one another with difficulty, 
m the dead language At intervals, the recurrence of a remark 
showed that yet another circle around the subject had been 
completed 

‘It IS something, at any rate,’ Ernestine once again said to Robert, 
‘that you are here The telephone is never the same And with 
letters keepmg crossing each other, by the end we might not be 
clear what we all feel.’ 

‘Whereas,’ said Robert, momentarily restmg his elbow on the 
top of the upright piano, ‘we are now?’ 
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We are becoming clearer than we might have been, I think — 
Wouldn’t you say so, Muttikms?’ went on Ernestine, hopefully 
glancing across at the other chair Upon Mrs Kelway'’ s having 
said nothmg, Emestme had to qualify. ‘If it was not so difiGcult ’ 

‘Let us sum up,’ said Robert ‘A , we don’t know if we want 
to sell, B , if we do, how much more than the offer are we to 
hope to get? and, C , again, if we do sell, where are you and 
Muttikms to go next?’ 

At these words his mother did bestir herself ‘I am afraid,’ she 
said, ‘it IS not so simple as all that ’ 

‘It’s no good rushing things, Robert,’ Ernestme pointed out 
‘Better take everythmg one by one There are always the 
children And suppose Amabelle did not hke the idea?’ 

‘Amabelle,’ said Mrs Kelway contemptuously, ‘cannot get out 
of India But there is more m addition ’ 

‘Mut|ikms,’ went on Emestme, ‘cannot help feelmg that there 
must be somethmg behmd this offer ’ She glanced across again 
Mrs. Kelway indicated that yes, this was what she could not help 
feelmg 

‘What’s hehmd the offer is someone’s wanting to buy the 
house ’ 

‘Oh, I daresay, Robert, but it is so sudden It is not even as if 
this was a safe area ’ 

‘Nothing has happened,’ said Mrs. Kelway m an offended cone. 

‘Oh, mdeed no, Muttikins, and why ever should it*’ Having 
sacrificed some seconds to laughing the idea oSfi Ernestine 
resumed ‘Of course it’s nice being a neutral area, not evacuated 
mto, not evacuated out of, therefore quite qmet, but even so 
who can be after a house no one has seen?’ 

‘Certam no one has seen it?’ 

‘No one we do not know has been to the door ’ 

‘Well, It can be seen from the road, at this time of year, or at 
any rate from a htde way down the drive.’ 

‘We do not care for people commg down the drive,’ said Mrs 
Kelway: 

‘That,’ agreed Emestme, ‘is exactly what we do not like the 
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idea of If they want the house, why cannot they come to the 
door and openly ring the bell? Creepmg and spymg about when 
we did not know, calculating the value of everything, plannmg 
how soon they could get us out . This is England, Robert; one 
expects to have privacy ’ 

I’d imagine, someone is in a hurry — 

‘But, why? That is what seems suspiaous * 

‘Well, you know how it is — " 

‘They need not think they are gomg to be able to rush us^ 
said Mrs Kelway ^We did not ask them to buy the house/ 
‘Still, we have left it “for sale” for years on the agents’ books; 
which, one must face it,’ said Robert, ‘comes to the same thing/ 
‘They are trying to take advantage of us,’ said Mrs Kelway* 
‘But this is our home ’ 

‘If that’s how we do feel, how simple,’ hastily declared Robert. 
‘We turn ’em down ’ 

‘But It is too large ’ 

‘In that case, we jack ’em up ’ 

‘We have many associations with it,’ said Ernestine. 

‘In that case, jack ’em up still higher.’ 

Mrs Kelway allowed herself, over her knitting, an m- 
jfinitesimal frozen pause ‘I am afraid,’ she repeated, ‘it is not so 
simple as all that ’ 

‘Muttikms,’ said Ernestine, after a feelmg silence, ‘is astonished. 
And really I don’t wonder You talk, Robert, as though every- 
thing could be valued in money. You talk as if this was just a 
busmess transaction ’ 

‘Surely that’s what you got me down to discuss^’ 

‘We have not yet decided whether we wish to transact any- 
thing This has been a shock We hoped you nught understand 
our point of view After all, our father bought this house him- 
self, and we all moved mto it out of Meadowcrest, because it 
would be mcer And so in ways it has been ’ 

‘It always has,’ said Mrs Kelway, ‘been too large And with 
these days it is now too larger Especially as it seems Wc have 
no privacy The rates are high Your father made a mistake, but 
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It could not be Helped, we have done our best We had to 
instaji a new cistern, which was expensive, and this room and the 
drawmg-room had to be re-decorated m 1929 All that'should be 
taken mto consideration " 

‘Our father,’ Robert pomted out to Ernestme, ‘saw his mistake 
m a flash, even before there had been time to rub it in — that was 
done later It was he who put down the house on the agents’ 
books ’ 

‘We had at one time,’ Mrs Kelway agreed, ‘become 
accustomed to the idea of sellmg it But that was long ago ’ 

‘You feel you could be happy, Muttikms, in something 
smaller 

‘It is not a question of happiness,’ Mrs Kelway said, ‘it is a 
question of tlie future That is for you and Ernestme I have had 
my hfe and I hope I have done my best Your father used to say 
he had jiot much to complam of The cistern and the improve- 
ments to the reception rooms and the improvements to the 
garden, mcludmg the pergola and the statues of fairies, which 
were ordered by Ernestine at the Ideal Home Exhibition and 
came to more than we expected, as they charged for delivery, 
will I hope be taken mto consideration The children like them. 
But you must not expect me to be with you long ’ 

‘Muttikms,’ shneked out Ernestine, ‘don’t say such dreadful 
things^’ 

Mrs Kelway raised her small silvered head, which gleamed 
under the hght of a standard lamp, to look across at Ernestme 
with contempt ‘You talk,’ she said, ‘as though you expected not 
to die yourself. We shall all come to that, mcludmg the children. 
I have no objection to takmg facts as they come, but what we 
now have to decide about are changes And we should be 
certam of the value of thmgs. it would not do to be taken 
advantage of I have the receipts for everythmg m my room In 
addition — ’ 

— The telephone rang, from the other side of a curtamed arch, 
Robert,® startmg violently, turned m its direction; he stopped m 
his tracks and hstened — tense, fair, gaxmt, at bay Ernestine 
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bounded up from the coffin stool, exclaimmg with the resigned 
air of an indispensable person ‘That will be the W V , foi?(me!' 
She shot*through the archway Robert waited, Mrs KeWay 
knitted — evidently Ernestme had been right He relaxed 
sharply, glanced across at his mother, lighted a cigarette He 
then, as Ernestme’s talk protracted itself, walked to the foot of the 
staircase and looked up 

Above-stairs Holme Dene was silent without a creak it 
sustamed the stresses of its architecture and the unsureness, 
manifestly indifferent to it, of its fate Upstairs, as elsewhere, it 
had been planned with a sort of playful arcumlocution — 
corridors, archways, recesses, half-Iandmgs, ledges, niches and 
balustrades combmed to fuddle any sense of direction and check, 
so far as possible, progress from room to room The plan 
demanded the utmost m the way of expenditure on passage 
carpets and woodwork pamt What could be puzzlmg yas that 
now, at mght, with the hearing tuned in, so much space should 
give out so little reverberation These two upper floors (for 
another staircase, beyond a swing door, led on up to Robert’s and 
other attics, m an extensive range) were, m fact, not hollow, 
bemg flock-packed with matter — repressions, doubts, fears, 
subterfuges and fibs Or so he felt The many twists of the 
passages had always made it impossible to see down them, some 
other member of the family, slightly hastenmg the step as one’s 
own was heard, had always got round the next comer just m 
time A pause just mside, to make sure that the coast was clear, 
had preceded the openmg of any door, the emergence of anyone 
from a room The unwilhngness of the Kelways to embarrass 
themselves or each other by madvertent meetmgs had alwa}s 
been marked Their private hours, it could be taken, were spent 
in nervmg themselves for mevitable family confrontations such 
as meal-times, and m working on to their faces the required 
expression of havmg nothing to hide 

At the same time, the mtelhgence service had been good: 
everyone knew where everyone else was and, m tinJe, what 
everyone else was up to Failure again to be present, after an 
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interval, always had brought a messenger to the bedroom door 
or a c^l from the garden under the wmdow, while to be come on 
looking out of a wmdow had been to be asked to specify what 
one was looking at. It had not been possible for anybody to leave 
the house unseen — dashing across a lawn or headmg down the 
drive one held oneself ready to be challenged, a potter through 
the boundary woods could at any time be black-marked as 
‘hiding’, and as for slippmg off to the gate post-box, that was 
above all deprecated — letters might be written, but must be 
exposed in the hall before collection for post 
Amabelle, who early had heard the call of sex, to the accom- 
paniment of suffusing blushes and a roundedness as nonplussing 
to her wardrobe as to herself, had been martyred for it. no one 
could have been merner on the subject than Ernestme, or more 
repudiatingly icy than the sisters’ mother (Mrs Kelway’s way 
of saying ‘your father’ still, years after that guilty creature’s 
death, vibrated with injury, the implication was that he had 
become a father at her expense ) Robert m adolescence had taken 
to photography, which secured him an ahbi, a dark room whose 
door he could respectably lock, and a more or less free pass out, 
for technical requirements, to the nearest town 
Chiefly, Holme Dene had been a man-eating house* as such it 
was one of a monstrous hatch-out over southern England of the 
1900S. Conceived to please and appease middle-class ladies, it 
had been bought by a man whose only hope was this — as a home 
Holme Dene might seem to be an outmoded model, but it 
remained a prototype Lock-shorn, without the bodily prestige of 
either a soldier or a manual worker, as mcapable of knocking 
anybody about as he was of bellowing, Mr Kelway had been to 
be watched seeing out at Holme Dene the last years of an 
existence which had become derisory Presage from his money- 
making, unspectacular but regular, had been ml, his sex had so 
lost caste that the very least it could do was to buy tolerance Only 
m the odd reflex or revulsion which had caused him, so soon 
after the"' move here, to put Holme Dene down as for sale again 
on the agents’ books had Robert’s father been in any way out of 



type What unformulated anarchical dreams he had entertained^ 
one would never know Unstated mdignities suffered the 
father remained burned deeply into the son^s mmd~Mr. 
Kelway, by his msistence on Robert’s constantly lookmg him in 
the eye, may have meant to challenge his son to recognize any 
one of them His fiction of dominance was, as he would have 
wished, preserved by his widow and his daughters 
Robert’s hand reposed where he remembered seemg his father’s 
— on the polished knob terminating the hamsters Nothing but a. 
whiff of carbohc soap from the children’s bathroom came down 
to him upstairs life, smce the war, had up there condensed itselF 
into very few rooms — swastika-arms of passage leadmg to 
nothmg, stripped of carpet, bulbs gone from the light-sockets, 
were flanked by doors with their keys turned Extmct, at this 
night hour Stygian as an abandoned mme-workmg, those reaches 
of passage would show m dayhght ghost-pale faded patches no 
shadow crossed, and, from end to end, an even conquest of dust. 
These days, the daily servants fled Holme Dene, superstitiouslyp, 
long before darkness fell sent to bed, Anne and Peter had the 
empty top to themselves It was to be hoped that Amabelle’s 
children were impermeable 

When Emestme came back from the telephone, Mrs Kelway 
said to her ‘What is Robert domgJ»’ 

‘What are you domg, Robert?’ 

‘Looking upstairs ’ 

‘Why, anything wrong?’ 

‘No’ 

‘Oh — It has been a day*’ said his sister, sittmg dowm again as-- 
though with htde hope of remaimng m that attitude long ‘There 
has been first one thmg and then another And I shouldn’t 
wonder if there was more to come ’ 

‘Ernestine has not been able to take her hat off,’ said Mrs. 
Kelway 

‘Stilly It’s different now we have somethmg to show,’ said? 
Emestme. ‘One hardly likes to say so, but look at Mont|omery ! 
Mrs Jebb has just told me there was somethmg further oil the- 
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nine o’clock news When we nuss that something has always 
happbned But tonight that is not the point — How far had we 
§oti* 

‘Muttikms had been saying she would not be always here * 
‘Muttikins was being extremely naughty^ — No, the thing is* 
ought we to sell, or not?* 

‘Or, to put It the other way, do we want to?* 

‘These days one cannot always be thinking of what one wants * 
T never have thought of what I wanted,* said Mrs Kelway 
^Perhaps it might have been better if no one else had * 

‘If everybody were more like Muttikins,* observed Ernestine, 
’‘the world would be very different from what it is * 

‘Really I doubt that,* said Robert suddenly, picking up a paper- 
knife from a table, putting it down again ‘Many people are 
unsuccessful imitations of Muttikms — No, from the practical 
pomt of view, Ernie, I’m afraid it*s merely a question of whether 
to sell now or later on You can hang on on the assumption 
prices will go up, but, as you so rightly say, that so much depends 
This is not a house that many people would want — * 

His mother said ‘Yes, it is merely our home * 

‘Then again, of course,* he went on, raising his voice, ‘there’s 
the question of where you two would go next You naturally,* 
he said with uncontrollable coldness, ‘must live somewhere * 
‘We should not at all care to live just anywhere^ either** cried 
Emestme with a good deal of spmt 
‘Naturally * 

‘We had both hoped, Robert, that you might thmk of some- 
thmg, instead of merely agreemg with what we say. If we did 
not already agree with what we say there would be no point in 
our saying it, would there? — What so much depends on is, after 
the war- one doesn’t know now what will be nicest then And 
by that time Amabelle may be tired of India * 

‘Amabelle,* mterposed their mother, ‘will be m no position to 
say She has no claims of any kmd Your father dealt with her 
suitably'^hen she married If she and her husband expect more 
they are quite mistaken I had always quite understood they 
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understood at the time If they are mistaken they had better stay 
in India they went of their own accord She was anxidus to 
marry arid did not stop to thmk We have taken the children 
when It was not convenient, one would not expect the children 
to understand, but that is the most Amabelle should expect. 
This house is to be left to you, Ernestine, and Robert, jomtiy If 
you do not care for it, you had better say so ’ 

‘Oh but of course we care^’ wailed Ernestine, hysterically 
thumping backward her green felt hat, with the W V S lettermg, 
from her forehead ‘How can I ever forget this is my homes’ 
‘And how can Js’ chimed m Robert 

‘It would not be your home if your husband had not died,’ 
said Mrs Kelway, looking at Ernestine disparagingly 
‘I never should have forgotten it, in any case,’ said the widow 
‘Nobody is askmg you to forget it,’ said her mother, feelmg 
round in her kmttmg-bag for a fresh ball of wool ‘Bu^ we see 
that Robert is saymg nothing ’ 

‘Oh, where Vm concerned,’ he cried merrily, ‘I say, sell^’ 
There ensued a resounding pause ‘That is what I expected,’ 
said Mrs Kelway. 

Ernestine spun round on the cofiin stool to examme Robert as 
though for the first time There escaped from her a quite new 
demoralized laugh head on one side she heard it with some 
alarm She then complained ‘Well, you need not put it so 
violendy^’ 

Mrs Kelway said ‘Robert does not remember ’ 

‘There you are quite wrong, Muttikms,’ said her son Mrs 
Kelway allowed herself one more pause — less a query than a 
taking of note ‘Indeed ’she remarked Emestme meanwhile 
raked a worned look round the lomge, as though somethmg 
from outside had got into it 

‘Yes, Robert, mdeed.’ Agam he had taken up his stand — this 
time. It might really be, ominously — on the rug between his 
sister and mother He had placed himself where it was impossible 
not to see him, and Mrs, Kelway, admittmg this, glanced his 
way — as unflinchingly as if he had drawn a gun She appeared 
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to measure his height, from the feet up Then* *He talks like a 
man/*she said, contractmg her little shoulders. 

But that was lost her son had suddenly turned and waS looking 
beyond the screens at the staircase ‘Hel-/o^’ he exclaimed 
‘Who’s here?’ 

‘Me, Uncle Robert,’ said Anne, coming on down 
^AnneV expostulated Ernestme 

‘Oh, Auntie Ernie, pleaseV Clip-cloppmg in slippers across the 
floor, overcoat over her striped pyjamas, Anne made for Robert, 
holding up her face to be kissed. ‘We were not allowed to stay 
up,’ she said, ‘so I came down Why are you standing up like 
that? — are you just gomge’ 

‘Both of you,’ scolded Ernestme, ‘ought to be sound asleep*’ 
‘Peter is,’ Anne said m a righteous tone 
‘Grannie does not care for people creeping about,’ said Mrs 
Kelwayj. 

‘I know, but — ’ 

Don’t say “I know” to Grannie ’ 

‘Well, I do know, but it’s Uncle Robert’s fault for coming so 
late ’ 

‘He did not come to see you ’ 

‘I know, but I don’t see why I should not see him ’ 

‘Because Grannie and Auntie Ernie and Uncle Robert are 
deciding busmess.’ 

‘I know, but — ’ 

‘Anne, if you keep saying “I know” you will have to go back 
to bed immediately As it is, you must go back to bed at once 
— Robert, you encourage her*’ 

‘No, she encourages me Now this begins to look like an 
evemng ’ He bore out the statement by throwing himself into 
an armchair, scooping up Anne to make her sit on the arm ‘All 
the same, what an un-clever, un-funny little girl you are,’ he told 
her, gripping her by the back of her coat-belt, not altogether 
kmdly rocking her to and fro, to the penl of her not certam 
balance ^‘Why don’t you ever manage to think up anything? 
Why not be walking m your sleep?’ 
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‘Because Tm awake/ Anne said, struggling round to face him 
But so near did that bring her eyes to her uncle’s forehead that 
she recoifed blinking, as though a pang of the mistrust as to the 
reahty of the moment were passing through her. She loved him 
with, m her respectable way, the first mtensity of her hfe so 
much so that the woman she would become stared askance at 
him out of her child’s features He was right, she was a dull little 
girl — without animal poetry, without guile, but formed for 
devotion inopportune, staunch, ruddy But withm that httle 
stout breast, as it filled out, there would from time to time heave 
up some choking wish — now she was ojSfermg all she had, 
beginning and ending with her power to stand on her head. 
Reddening, looking down at the toe of her uncle’s shoe as though 
yearning to be the one who had polished it, she asked ‘Why 
can’t you stay tonight?’ 

‘Because I hate early starts — How are you?’ 

‘I’m all right ’ 

‘Nothing to tell me»’ 

Anne racked her brains ‘I was top at mental anthmetic ’ 

‘You can tell Uncle Robert all about that next time Now 
- Oh, Aunt Erme^' 

‘No really, Ernie,’ said Robert 

‘Well then, Anne, a moment Only a moment, mmd ’ 

‘How many moments are there?’ said Aime to Robert ‘Sixty 
seconds make a minute, sixty mmutes make an hour, but how 
many moments are there?’ 

‘That has to depend on you ’ 

‘How long, compared to a minute, is a moment?’ 

^That depends,’ he repeated, searchmg her face for the face of 
someone else 

‘You are awful,’ Anne said —‘Are we gomg to sell this 
house?’ 

‘Don’t ask silly questions,’ interposed her aunt. ‘Uncle 
Robert’s tired, and so should you be ’ 

‘ButT thought you said he’d say.’ 

‘Never mmd what you thought ’ 
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*What do you think, Anne^’ said Robert, irresponsibly turning 
‘Sell but^» Hold on?’ 

Anne bit her upper lip with her lower teeth ‘Oh, I don’t care, 
I only wondered What would anywhere else be like? This 
house ts getting too old to be lived m much longer, the handles 
are coming oflf the doors We could try a new one And what’s 
the object of this bemg too big when we can’t go into any of the 
other rooms? If we sold this, with the money should we be rich? 
Or if not, could we be very poor^ I and Peter should rather like 
to be something ’ 

‘Indeed,’ said Mrs Kelway ‘And pray, why»’ 

Anne let her weight sag against her uncle’s shoulder — as usual 
when he led on, she had gone too far ‘Oo, I don’t know , I don’t 
mind,’ she said with an artificial yawn 
‘Anne, how you rat,’ said Robert 
‘I doiv’t mind,’ she doggedly said agam 
Why should she» Here for her it had been a pat little lifetime 
without moments, an existence amongst tables and chairs, 
without rapture or mystery, grace or danger Never a heartbeat, 
never the hght disregardmg act, the random word or spontaneous 
bss, never laughter other than those registrations of Ernestine, 
anger always in a smoulder, never in a flame Though she did not 
know It, she had never seen anyone bemg happy — what better 
was to be hoped of a new house if they were all to go there? This 
was demeanmg poverty Pity the children of the poor 
Who, however, knew when the trumpet might not sound and 
the walls of Jericho might not come crashing down? 

The telephone rang 

Robert this time started outnght — so much so that Anne, as 
though he had thrust her from him, grabbed at the air with a 
little cry She recovered herself, but she had betrayed him- his 
mother fixed their chair with her eye 
‘The telephone is never for anybody but Ernestine,’ said Mrs 
Kelway. ‘So what is the matter, Robert? Are you expecting 
anythin^?’ 

‘If you imagine it is for you, Robert,’ said Ernestine, clampmg 
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herself to her seat with great self-control, ‘do by all means 
answer I should be only too glad ’ 

‘Knocking the child off the chair/ went on Mrs Kelway, 
further tried by having to raise her voice above the demoniac 
ringing of the telephone, ‘though she had no business to be 
sitting on the arm * 

‘I simply fell off, Grannie ’ 

‘You should not sit on your uncle when he is nervous — Need 
we have all that ringings’ To her temple she raised one little 
hand ‘It seems so loud — might it be better if someone 
answered it?’ 

‘I’ll go — oh, let me go*’ Stopping only to hitch her slippers 
up on her heels, Anne bounded m the direction of the arch 

‘Emestme, do you prefer Anne to answer the telephone when 
she ought to be m bed?’ 

‘Sorry, sorry, sorry — certainly — Anne* I 'syas busy 
wondermg who it could possibly be, at this hour ’ 

‘Somethmg may have happened,’ said Mrs Kelway, famtly 
contracting under the blast of soimd hke an anemone ‘It might 
be best if Robert could go and see ’ 

‘Never mind, never mmd, Robert,’ Emestme rapped out, 
buttonmg her coat as she strode mto action past him ‘I will As 
you know, I invariably do ’ Her brother, though he had risen 
stood with a hesitancy exaggerated by his height, he towered 
there in a sheer negation of movement, head half-turned to the 
curtain maskmg the nngmg telephone Aime, stock still half- 
way across the lounge, fixed on him, one could not say how 
mtuitively, her eyes 

‘Wait,’ mterposed Mrs Kelway, for an mstant removmg the 
guard from her temple, the little hand, ‘there is no pomt in 
Emestme’s answering if it ts for Robert Is he expecting 
anythmg?’ 

‘No one would rmg up about nothing as late as this," said 
Ernestine, distractedly haltmg ‘The question is, Robert, do they 
know where you are?’ 

‘It docs seem very late,’ said Mrs Kelway 
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Robert said ‘Ten-past ten?’ 

‘It does not seem very considerate/ said Mrs Kelway, ‘unless 
course, something has really happened ’ 

‘If It was for you, Uncle Robert, would you let me answer?’ 
‘Why, yes,’ he said, staring back at his niece, ‘why not?’ 
‘What should I say to them?’ 

‘That I’ve left here — I’m on my way back to London ’ 

‘Not quite true, strictly,’ said Emestme 
The rmging stopped of its own accord 
Robert sat down again, Ernestine, hand on the curtam of the 
important arch, laughed wildly She then said accusmgly ‘Now 
we may never know ’ 

‘No,’ agreed Mrs Kelway 

‘If It should turn out to have been anythmg important, I shall 
always blame myself Though if it was, it seems funny they 
should not have kept on Though, of course, they may always 
begin again — At any rate, Anne, you must go to bed I don’t 
know what you are thinking of*’ 

‘I wonder what anybody was thmkmg of,’ said her mother 
‘As a rule m this house we are so prompt ’ 

‘Now, Anne, now Anne, go and run along*’ 

‘If I do run along, may Uncle Robert come up and say good 
night to me?’ 

‘No. You have had enough excitement for tonight ’ 

‘It is not merely that,’ pomted out Mrs Kelway ‘Anne has 
already been said good night to I am surprised at her ’ 

Anne heard nothmg she had flung her arms round Robert as 
high up as arms could reach. He stooped, she pressed her cheek 
to his very cold one, feelmg meanwhile, through her unimagina- 
tive body, echoes of the beatmg of his heart ‘You’re always 
going,’ she mumbled, ‘always gomg away * However uncarmg, 
he was slow m disengaging himself from this last haven — it was 
she who withdrew her face from his, the better to be able to look 
at him, at the same time gomg through uncertainty as to whether 
it was better to see, or touch Nothmg solved itself, having 
shaken all her bed-tousled hair back, she shut her eyes 
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You’re giving me a crick m my back,’ he said, beginning to 
pull away ‘You must grow taller ’ 

‘Just once more ’ Pullmg his head down, she butted her 
forehead against his their brain-cases touched — contact of 
absolute separations she was not to forget She turned away and 
clip-clopped to the foot of the staircase and up, up into the 
darkness, not having looked back once 
‘Anne is getting to be quite a big girl,’ observed Mrs Kelway. 
*It IS a pity ’ 

‘One way and another,’ said Ernestine, ‘there seems to be quite 
a fatality against our decidmg anything How if I got a pencil 
and paper to jot down points?’ 

‘In addition, there will be Robert’s tram ’ 

‘Yes, there’ll be my tram,’ he agreed, looking at the clock. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


A nd if I am?’ he repeated ‘If that is what I am domg?’ 

Not a sign, not a sound, not a movement from where 
she at a distance from him lay, exhausted by havmg given 
birth to the question Her room was bathed m a red appearance 
of heat from the electnc fire, shadowsjutted out sharply, a mirror 
panel reflected the end of the bed on which Robert sat As 
though the sensation of this red half-dark of so many mghts 
having withm the moment become infernal commumcated 
Itself from her to him, he reached across and turned off the fire — 
the glow from the umts died out slowly the room, absolutely 
unseeable at last, might now have been any room of any size 
Nothmg but their two silences merging filled it, and she did not 
know to" what part of silence he W withdrawn till he said. 
‘Because it has been that, all the nmp ’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘You wonder — yes, I suppose you must We should have to 
undentand each other all over agam, and it’s too late now ’ 
‘Late m the mght?’ 

He did not answer 

Raismg herself m order to be more clearly heard, she said: 
‘Only, why are you agamst this country?’ 

‘Country’’ 

‘This, where we are ’ 

‘I don’t see what you mean — what do you mean? Country? — 
there are no more countnes left, nothing but names What 
country have you and I outside this room? Exhausted shadows, 
draggmg themselves out agam to fight - and how long are they 
gomg to drag the fight out? We have come out at the far side of 
that’ 

‘We»’ 

‘We w)io are ready for the next thing ’ 

‘Can you be so arrogant’ - Why have I never felt it’ 

Because it s not arrogance, it isn’t somethmg m me, it’s on 
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altogether another scale Would you have loved me if l*d had 
nothing qlse? For the scale it is on, there’s so far no measure that’s 
any use, no word that isn’t out of the true If I said ‘Vision”, 
inevitably you would think me grandeur-mad I’m not, but 
anyway vision is not what I mean I mean sight m action it’s 
only now I act that I see — What is repulsmg you is the idea of 
“betrayal”, I suppose, isn’t it? In you the hangover from the 
word? Don’t you understand that all that language is dead 
currency? How they keep on playing shop with it all the same: 
even you do Words, words like that, yes — what a terrific dust 
they can still raise m a mmd, yours even I see that Myself, even, 
I have needed to immunize myself agamst them, I tell you I have 
only at last done that by saymg them to myself over and over 
agam till it became absolutely certain they mean nothmg What 
they once meant is gone — This is a shock to you, Stella? Or, is 
It a shock to you?’ 

She did not answer 

‘Anyway, you’re against me?’ 

‘You’re ihe one who’s agamst I’ve known that without 
knowmg agamst Not this country, you say you say there 
is no country Then what are you agamst? 

‘This racket It’s not I who am selling out this what you 
call a country, how could h — it’s sold itself out already/ 

‘What racket?’ 

‘Freedom Freedom to be what? — the muddled, mediocre, 
damned Good enough to die for, fireedom, for the good reason 
that It’s the very thing which has made it impossible to hve, so 
there’s no alternative Look at your j&ee people — mice let loose 
m the middle of the Sahara It’s msupportable — what is it but a 
vacuum? Tell a man he’s free and what does that do to him but 
send him trymg to dive back mto the womb? Look at it hap- 
pemng look at your mass of “free” suckers, your democracy — 
kidded along from the cradle to the grave “From the cradle to 
the grave, save, oh, save!” Do you suppose there’s a smgle man 
of mmd who doesn’t reahze he only begms where his freedom 
stops ? One m a thousand may have what to be free takes - if so, 
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he has what it takes to be something better, and he knows it 
who could want to be free when he could be strong? Freedom - 
what a slaves* yammer ^ What do they think they are? Td 
guarantee to guarantee to every man the exact degree of freedom 
of which he*s capable — I think you*d see that wouldn’t carry us 
very far As it is, what? As far as what’s nothing can be anything 
freedom’s morganic it’s owed at least to the few of us to have a 
part in strength. We must have something to envisage, and wc 
must act, and there must be law. We must have law — if 
necessary let it break us to have been broken is to have been 
somethmg ’ 

‘But law — that’s just what you break ’ 

‘Nothing I can break is law!’ 

‘What a saying!’ 

‘You think, or really you hope. I’m mad?’ 

She dsd not answer 

‘At least I am not besotted ’ 

In somethmg more powerful than the darkness of the room the 
speaker had become blotted out there occurred m the listener one 
of those arrestations of memory which made it impossible to 
conceive not only what the look on the face might now be but 
what the face had been, as a face, ever The direction from which 
the voice came seemed so set back in distance as to be polar, the 
voice Itself was familiar only m more and more intermittent 
notes it was as though some undercurrent m it, hitherto barely 
to be detected, all the time forbidden and madvertent, had come 
to the top He did not speak fast, but the effect was of somethmg 
travelling at the rate of hght between word and word Now he 
first drew m an audible breath, then moved the sounds of 
physical movement came as a shock, remmdmg her that he after 
all was a presence here m the room — feet, their naked soles 
suckmg at place after place across the thick neutral carpet, could 
be heard walkmg with a hallucmated precision towards the 
wmdow^ He pulled the curtams back There was a star-filled 
two o’clock m the mommg sky Man m outlme agamst the 
panes, his communication with the order of the stars became not 
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human she, turning where she lay, apprehensively not raising 
herself on the pillow§, stared also, not in subjection but in a sort 
of dread of subjection, at the mathematical spaces between the 
burmng bright points ‘Yes, I know,’ she said, ‘but it is not all so 
vastly simple as all that ’ 

She thought or hoped she heard, somewhere between the 
stars and herself, the hum of a plane tracmg its own course, 
but the soimd, if it ever had been a sound, died: nothmg inter- 
vened ‘Come back to me at any rate for a moment,’ she cried 
out, ‘or come nearer ’ 

He came back, restlessly, to the end of the bed, where he sat 
down agam ‘I’ve given you any humanity that I had,’ he said 
‘Don’t quarrel now, at the end, or it will undo everythmg from 
the begmnmg You’ll have to re-read me backwards, figure me 
out — you will have years to do that in, if you want to You will 
be the one who will have to see thmgs may go in a way which 
may show I was not wrong — But you hate this too, you hate 
this most, because I’ve been apart from you m it, you feel? I have 
not been there’s been you and me in everythmg I have done. - 
You can’t see that?’ 

Tearless, she made a wailmg movement of the arms above her 
head He waited, she said at last: ‘Still, tell me If you had told 
me more — 

‘Think agam. how could I have mvolved you? How could I? 
Was this a thmg to put on anyone else? — It was quite a game ’ 

‘Which you loved ’ 

He reflected, then said ‘Yes — What I mean, though, is that, 
as has been shown, it was not a safe game: you would have been 
anxious, I supposed And agam, which surely you ought to see. 
It was not only a question of myself In a ring, once any one person 
begms to talk . No, how was I to tell you m so many words?’ 

‘You could have told me not m so many words.’ 

He agam reflected ‘Sometimes I thought I had 

‘When?’ 

‘When not? Not any one moment - but there were times 
when It seemed impossible that bemg as we were you should not 
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never had All love stood still in one single piercing illusion of 
Its peaces now peace was no more Unlived time was not more 
innocent than the time lived by them. Now, by calling him 
back to her from the window, she had broken the last exaltation 
of his she might ever feel Now they had dropped into talking m 
lowered hurried voices, as though already something were at 
the door 'Oh, why did you>* she cned out ‘What made you 
have to?’ 

‘Stella, don’t,’ he said sharply, ‘don’t you unnerve me!’ 

‘Such ideas to have to have — why?’ 

‘I didn’t choose them they marked me down They are not 
mine, anyhow, I am theirs W'ould you want me simply to be 
their prey» Would you want me simply to be a case^* Would 
you have wanted me not to fight this war?’ 

‘No No, but ’ 

‘Then haven’t I a right to my own side?’ Suddenly siretching 
across the bed he could be felt feehng about, beside her body, 
for her hand She gave it, to have its tensile fingers, the jump 
of nerves m it or whatever the quahty was that it had of life, 
explored by his cold foreign fingers retrospectively then he put 
It away from him ‘It was enough,’ he said, ‘to have been m action 
once on the wrong side Step after step to Dunkirk the extrem- 
ity — I could forget it if I had not known what it meant That 
was the end of that war — army of freedom queuemg up to be 
taken off by pleasure boats Days and mghts to think in does 
nobody ever wonder what became of the thoughts thought 
then, or what’s still to come to themJ» The extremity — can they 
not conceive that’s a thing you never do come back from? How 
many of us do they imagme ever have come backj» We’re to 
be avoided — Dunkirk wounded men ’ 

‘I never knew you before you were a wounded man ’ 

‘In one way that would have been impossible — I was bom 
woxmded; my father’s son Dunkirk was waitmg there m us — 
what a race^ A class without a middle, a race without ajcountry. 
Unwhole Never earthed m — and there are thousands of thou- 
sands of us, and we’re still breeding — breedmg what? Yon may 
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ask: I ask Not only nothing to hold, nothing to touch No 
source of anything in anything I could have loved a country, 
but to love you must have — you have been my country But 
you’ve been too much because you are not enough — are you and 
I to be what we’ve known we are for nothing, nothing outside 
this room?’ 

No answer Robert had moved again now he leaned on his 
elbow across her feet, unwillingly All she at last said was. 
*You’ve been doing just what Harrison said?’ 

*Yes — So you can’t get away from that?’ 

* We can’t get away from that Were you never frightened?’ 

*Of getting caught?’ 

*I meant, of what you’ve been doing?’ 

^I? — no, the opposite it utterly undid fear It bred my father 
out of me, gave me a new heredity I went slow at first — it was 
stupefymg to be beginning to know what confidence could be. 
To know what I knew, to keep my knowing unknown, un- 
known all the time to be acting on it — I tell you, everything fell 
into place round me Something of my own? — No, no, much 
better than that any neurotic can make hmself his comer The 
way out? — no, better than that the way on* You think, in me 
this was simply wanting to get my hand on the controls?* 

‘I don’t think I think ’ 

‘Well, it’s not, It’s not a question of that Who wants to 
monkey about? To feel control is enough It’s a very much 
bigger thmg to be under orders ’ 

‘We are all under orders, what is there new in that?’ 

‘Yes, can you wonder they love war But I don’t mean orders, 
I mean order ’ 

‘So you are with the enemy ’ 

‘Naturally they’re the enemy they’re facing us with what has 
got to be the conclusion They won’t last, but it will ’ 

‘I can’t believe you ’ 

‘You could ’ 

‘It’s not just that they’re the enemy, but that they’re horrible — 
specious, unthinkable, grotesque ’ 
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"Oh, they - evidently! But you judge it by them And m 
birth, remember, anythmg is grotesque ’ 

"They’re afraid, too ’ 

‘Of course they have started something ’ He raised himself 
eagerly on his elbow, as though a thought were renewing m him 
Its whole original power ‘You may not like it, but it’s the 
beginning of a day A day on our scale ’ 

Instinctively she glanced first at the wmdow, then at the 
wmdow’s reflection in the mirror both were paler, it seemed 
to her eyes of dread All fears shrank to this cold bare irrefutable 
moment she shivered mdifferently between the sheets It had 
been terror of the alien, then, had it, all the time» — and here it 
was, breathmg its expirmg minutes, hts expirmg minutes, along 
the foot of her bed He might have been right m saying she could 
not have loved him had there been in him no capacity other than 
love, but his denials of everything instinctive seemed now to seal 
up love at the source Rolled round with rocks and stones and 
trees — what else is one^^ — was this not felt most strongly m the 
quietus of the embrace? ‘No, but you cannot say there is not a 
country!’ she cried aloud, starting up She had trodden every 
mch of a country with him, not perhaps least when she was alone 
Of that country, she did not know how much was place, how 
much was time She thought of leaves of autumn crisply bemg 
swept up, that crystal rumed London mommg when she had 
woken to his face, she saw street after street fadmg mto evcmng 
after evenmg, the sheen of spring hght runnmg on the water 
towards the bndges on which one stood, the vulnerable eyes of 
Lome stupidly carrying sky about m them, the raw earth hp of 
Cousin Francis’s grave and the pink-stamened flowers of that day 
alight on the chestnuts m May gloom, the asphalt pathway near 
Roderick’s camp thrust up and cracked by the swell of ground, 
mapped by seeded grass She could remember nothmg before 
everything had had this poignancy — and yet they had only been 
m Iqye for two years She could not believe they had not, in 
those two years, drawn on the virtue of what was arc&nd them, 
the virtue peculiar to where they were — nor had this been less to 
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be felt when she was without him, was where he was not, had 
not be^n ever, might never be a perpetual possible illutpunation 
for her, because of him, of everything to be seen or be heard by 
joy Inside the ring of war, how peaceably little they had moved 
— never crossed the sea together, seldom left London -- so, there 
had come to be the nature of Nature, thousands of fluctuations, 
m their own stone country Impossible that the population, the 
other people, should at least be less to be honoured than trees 
walkmg 

All that time, all the same, the current had been against his face 
The war-warmed impulse of people to be a people had been 
derisory, he had hated the bloodstream of the crowds, the curious 
animal psychic oneness, the human lava-flow Even the leaden 
unenthusiasm, by its being so common, so deeply shared, had 
provoked him — and as for the impatiences, the hopes, the 
reiteratioh of unanswerable questions and the spurts of rumour, 
he must have been measurmg them with a calculating eye The 
half-sentence of the announcer’s voice commg out of a window at 
News hour, the flopping ripplmg headlmes of Late Night Fmal 
at the newsvendor’s comer — what nerve, what nerve m reverse, 
had they struck on m him? Knowing what he knew, domg what 
he did Idly, more idly than all the others domg the same thmg, 
in the streets with her he had thieved the headline out of the 
comer of his eye, without a break in their talk, with a hiatus in 
his long pitching step so slight as to be registered by her only 
through their being arm-m-arm m the falling evening She now 
saw his smile as the smile of one who has the laugh 

It seemed to her it was Robert who had been the Harrison. 

‘This IS some malady of yours,’ she said ‘How dare you say I 
have been m what you have done? The more I understand it the 
more I hate it You’re determined, then, to be on the winnmg 
side?’ 

‘You’re thinking of your brothers? Thinking what was good 
enough fqr them, honour, ought to be good enough for me? I 
love your laughmg photographs They were lucky to die before 
the illusion had broken down — this is not a troubadours’ war 



Stella.* They took what they had with them they were the 
finish But, face it — we re left to go on living m a world which,, 
where all that's concerned, is as dead as the moon In you there 
may persist some spark of what’s everywhere else gone out who 
knows why else I ve loved you? Through love you’ve lit me — 
don’t quarrel now with wbch way the fire blows There ve 
never been such wmds as there are today, or from such 
directions ’ 

‘Roderick may be killed ’ 

He said automatically ‘I don’t expect so 
‘Oh, then it’s to be over as soon as thaU The end, as soon as 
thati' 

He looked at the lummous dial of his watch, then said: T 
shan’t have any part m it — I suppose, now?* 

‘Why do you ask me?’ she asked 
‘I was only wondermg ’ 

‘You and I met the year France fell — For us here, for everyone 
here, what — if everythmg goes to plan? By now not, evidently^ 
mvasion So what worse, what mstead? What end?’ 

‘Who am I to say?’ 

‘You say you know what you know ’ 

‘But that’s all I do know — Where are you gomg?* 

She had got out of bed, had drawn up her heavy quilted 
dressmg-gown from the floor and was unsteadily bmding it with 
the cord round her. Without answermg, she was groping over 
the panels of the door havmg as an afterthought turned the 
handle she followed the openmg door through mto the other 
room, m which he was not. She switched on a lamp, but then 
stood recoilmg from it, fingers over her eyes She had then to 
turn and the door shut behmd her, so that lamplight from here 
should not travel through to the bedroom wmdow Robert had 
uncurtamed. In her mfestation by all ideas of dehnquency any 
offence agamst the black-out seemed to her pumshable by death* 
It could be the signal moment for which Harrison l^iad been 
waiting — posted as he could be, as she pictured him, by some 
multiplicatton of his penonahty all round the house. Smee 
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Robert was what Harrison had said, Harrison himself must be 
what he said he was — it was something to be sure, she^ thought, 
pacing about the room, chafing together the icy palms of her 
hands The room had the look of no hour she contemplated 
everything in it round her in an insupportable nervous blankness 
of mind 

It was as impossible to be away from Robert as to be with him 
she came to a stop in front of the photograph He was right* 
there could be no family likeness here — her brothers had left no 
trace They had been made heroes while things were simple 
heroes were the creatures of a simplicity now gone, he said But 
had they left no trace — the revulsion m her agamst his act? The 
sale of the country . She looked at this photograph, on this 
chimneypiece, of the man m the other room, at the black-and- 
white of what was for ever dissolved for her into the features of 
love — at the same time, they were the mould of what» Twisted 
inspiration, a sort of recalcitrance m the energy, romanticism 
fired once too often The face of a late-comer He had been 
right: time makes the only fatal differences of birth He was right. 
It was not for her brothers or their sister to judge him 
She turned the photograph to the wall, m order to try to 
picture life without him At the look of that blank white back 
of the mount the ice broke, she had to hold on to thp chimney- 
piece while she steadied her body against the beatmg of her 
heart — so violent that it seemed to begm agam with cruel 
accumulated force She tned to say ‘Robert*’ but had no voice 
She looked at the door it was mcredible that anyone loved so 
much should be still behmd it 

The door opened he stood against the darkness, in the 
dressmg-gown Rodenck had worn ‘Yes?’ he said — then, when 
she did not answer ‘I thought you called me ’ 

They were m each other’s arms 

If there were any step m the street of sleeping houses, it was 
impossiUe it should now be heard by the two Wotted out To 
anyone silently posted down there in the street, the ranks of 
' nndows reflectmg the palmg sky would have all looked the 
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same, it was m this room that an eyehd came down oyer the 
world Behind their heads the photograph, bent mto^ unac- 
customed reverse, at last fell forward, then fell to the floor, but 
It was some time before Stella started. Her hands slipped from 
his shoulders slowly down his arms 
1 should never have let you come here * 

1 should have come ’ 

‘This would he the first place they — * 

‘I should stiU have come Last night at Holme Dene I was m 
terror — terror of never seemg you again That began to dome 
over me the minute I was m the house, began to come to a head 
the first time the telephone rang Till then Td only known I was 
m danger I’d never felt it Must have been the efiect of that 
house, them * What a place to be taken m, to be taken away from 
— theirs to be the last faces I saw! I never had pictured arrest 
before, then all at once I pictured it only that way — mnot only 
seemed the one way it could happen, equally it seemed absolutely 
impossible it should not happen, because here the scene was, set 
My mother had been waitmg for this, she wished it ^ It would be 
they who had got me mto the trap, so that I should never see you 
again. It never suited them that I should be a man ’ 

‘Then they noticed?’ 

‘I don’t know I gave Anne the jitters ’ 

‘Anne? But I thought it was late at night.’ 

‘She came downstairs,’ 

‘Poor Anne. But when you did get back to London, why 
didn’t you come to me? It would have been no madder last night 
than this ’ 

‘How could I? Look what I’d done to Anne How could I 
come to you in that state? I wore it off by walking - if I u^as 
tailed I gave somebody quite a nm, but I don’t think so ’ 

‘All night?’ 

‘No; I thought “Oh, the hell’”, got back I don’t know when, 
slept it out, must have slept it off, because again this ^morning, 
havmg my bath, drinking coffee, shavmg, the whole thing looked 
like a hallucmation ’ 
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*You knew it wasn^t, you knew it couldn’t be ’ 

Robert walked down the room and thr-ew himself op. to the 
sofa on which Roderick had slept Drivmg one hand down mto 
the pocket of the dressing-gown, the pocket m which Roderick 
had found the paper, he dropped back his head and stared at the 
ceihng ‘What I’ve been doing’s not mad,’ he said, ‘but it may 
breed a madness of one kind you feel secure Somehow you 
feel encased Quite soon danger loses the smell it had for you - 
you know it’s there, but only because you know it must be there* 
You know It’s its business to shift its angle, and you watch but 
it does not seem to renew itself or to renew its hold on you, 
like love does Before you know what’s happened it’s an 
abstraction — And again, too, when danger’s inherent m what 
one’s doing it comes to seem an attribute of one’s own — a sort 
of secret peculianty one can keep m play. To be a man m secret 
gets to bS like bemg a sort of celebrity m reverse, bemg set apart 
from people becomes familiar Yes, of course m theory I’ve 
known there were other brams, brams agamst me — the essential 
of what I’ve done has been to have to be careful, and I have been 
careful Careful? — the thing has come to be second nature with 
me. never let up, night or day I’ve never been off my guard — 
have I?’ 

‘As far as I know,’ she said, sittmg down on a chair m the 
middle of the room, ‘no ’ 

‘So I thought And yet at the same time, all this time, it’s been 
becoming more and more mconceivable to me that this could 
happen — You’d say, loss of sense of reality? You could be m 
one way right - 1 could only do what I’ve done so intensively 
that outside it there came to be nothmg else — it could be done, 
is bemg done, better m other ways, but not by me To be done 
as It should, it may be this thmg should be done for money - 
ought they to mistrust the man they don’t find it necessary to 
buy? I acted, I thought I acted, m cold blood — but not, not cold 
enough, apparently, or it warmed No fascination, absolute 
incapacity to be fascinated — that ought to be the test Yes, and 
they ought to bar the man who’s looking for an answer Bound 
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to be sometbng rocky about the man who touches a tbng like 
tbs for Jits own sake, hs own sake If he were only a daager to 
bmself It wouldn’t matter, but it does matter They’ll know 
another time I wonder what I did, what I did not tbnk of?* 

‘It could be some other mistake, somewhere A mistake of 
one of the others — you tell me there are the others? Somebody 
you were seen with ’ 

‘I ought never to have been seen — How’s Harrison?’ 

‘If I had slept with bm, could he have kept you out of tbs?* 

‘What, did he say so » Naturally he would say so You didn’t try?* 

‘I thought I would, last night, but he sent me home ’ 

‘You left it pretty late,’ was bs comment, abstractedly looking 
at her 

‘I couldn’t believe him ’ 

‘Couldn’t you»’ 

‘I couldn’t make up my mmd to, till last mght Why then 
should I? Because last mght he accused me of havmg done what 
he’d warned me not to, for your sake spoken to you Knowing 
I had, and when, I asked, what made bm tbnk so? Oh, he didn’t 
think so, he said, he could be certain How? From bs havmg 
watched you do exactly what he had said you’d do, and do 
mstantaneously, if I warned you — give yourself away Ap- 
parently the day after we’d talked you made some specific change 
m your movements, some change you would only make from 
momentary loss of nerve So, to watch you was to see you’d 
learned you were watched He volunteered to tell me the mght 
I spoke So I took bm up He said, the mght I got back from 
Ireland So then I saw ’ 

‘I see He’s not so stupid, is he» One might have thought he 
knew me — What’s he lie?’ 

‘I have less and less idea ’ 

‘And gets I wonder what money? Considering, not so much, 
they none of them get so much, as agamst wbch they’re on the 
safer side — But, agam, look, considering what we kncjw — after 
all, ts he worth to them what he does get? He sounds to me 
crazy, ridmg for a fall I mean to say, commg to you hke that 
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knows what he wants, I suppose he wants what he doesn’t know 
He likes it here,’ she added, looking round her at the extinct 
pretty room ‘Likes the ash trays, for mstance he’s always 
fingering things That may be it, really he wants to live here ’ 
‘Live with you?’ 

‘Live here with me The uneasier he is the happier he is He 
cannot see any objections, or see how I can And yes, there’s 
more than that — he’s convinced I am really doing you a mean, 
bad turn by saymg “no” to him, or at any rate by not saymg 
“yes” He has quite a feehng for you ’ 

‘That could be, I suppose ’ 

‘He has you at heart — it’s mconceivable to him that a man 
wouldn’t rather have his immunity — a clean sheet to get on with 
what he wants to — than any woman How can I not sometimes 
ask myself if he mayn’t be right? At the same time, look at the 
contradiction — by his showmg, he’s contmually tradmg m his 
own safety for the purpose of gettmg me Tonight I see, I 
should have taken a chance on it But that that was to have to 
mean, outnght, the end of you and me he did from the outset 
make qmte brutally clear If I had been certain, if I had been 
ccrtam^ Last night, when I certam, I . But then, he turned 
round and sent me home ’ 

‘I wish we knew why What was m the wmd?’ 

‘I had hurt his feehngs ’ 

‘Nonsense He must have had something else to do 
She was silent 

‘Sent you home from where?’ he said, searchingly lookmg at 
her ‘Where had you got to with him^ Where were you?’ 

‘I don’t know, Robert*’ she cned, distractedly shppmg down 
from the sofa to kneel beside it ‘I forgot to ask It might have 
been anywhere, even a girl we met there thought she was 
somewhere else I’d been rattled from the begummg of the 
evening by Roderick’s suddenly rmging up, but if I’d had any 
idea what Harrison was gomg to come out with I’d have kept 
my headri can keep my head — As it was, what do you imagme 
I came back here to, after he’d sent me home? I lay all mght 
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wondering what he had meant to do, what he might or might 
not have done if Td been different, what he*d be doing next 
Not knowmg whether he ever really had meant to stop things 
taking their course, not knowmg whether that had ever, really, 
been in his power Wondering whether that had once been in his 
power, when first he put the thing up to me, but now no longer 
was Asking myself what really he had been up to, these last 
two months, and whether my always keeping o«i hedging, 
stalling, had made him angrier than he’d shown Whether his 
having thrown me back in my own face meant he had, all at 
once, out of anger, decided to let things ride Whether what 
Harrison had decided or not decided did matter, ever had mat- 
tered, really? Whether, knowing last mght that things were 
taking their course, outside bs control, his idea was to save his 
face? The fascination for him m this thing with me could have 
been so much less me than himself his own all-power£plncss — 
a one-sided love’s unnatural there must be vice in it somewhere 
If so, he would see my at that point, only in one way my 
having called his bluff Not that he might jib at brealang a 
bargain — me his a new lease of safety for you — but, what 
value could I have left for him once he’d watched me see he 
couldn’t do what he’d said? Very little, odiously little, none • . . 
But then I went all the way back again I had hurt his feelmgs If 
you can’t conceive those you can’t conceive what he is In the 
end that’s what makes him a dangerous man ’ 

Twisting round on the carpet beside the sofa, doubling into 
the bulky qmlted folds of her dressmg-gown, Stella buned her 
face m the cushions stacked under Robert’s head He, m the 
gathered stillness of someone resolved to move in a moment 
more, lay a moment longer staring up at the ceiling She, m a 
muffied voice, ended up *So you see, I’ve no idea how we left it 
*What» - can’t hear you ’ 

She repeated. *I’ve no idea how we left it 
The expression on those lips of hers was familiar — its many 
contexts, vagrant, social, so very much not mattering, had 
become too many for him to count It had come as the end, or 

275 



rather the fadmg-out, of so many stories at the end of so many 
days, or, as a sort of confession as to why many stories, now that 
she came to tell them, had no endmg So much had had to be 
left m the air, so often, that her manner of saymg so, every time, 
always had the same mtonation — of fatalism of fleeting but 
true regret She had been given the slip once more IVe no 
idea how we left it^ Ineffectual litde expression, blent of 
boredom and chagrm, it had become conventional, but, at the 
same time, a sort of convention or shorthand of lovers* talk, 
stamped with a temperament and endeared by use She had 
said this so many times* again it was said tonight — and the 
monstrous, hfe-and-death disproportion between tonight’s 
context and all that host of others id not, could not, stand out 
as it should She did not soimd, so could not seem to be feelmg, 
very much more inadequate than she ever had felt. Which was 
enoughjto make Robert laugh 

He laughed as it would have been possible to weep, thrown 
round towards her on an elbow driven into glissading cushions 
It was a laughter of the entire being, racking as it was irregular 
in Its mtakes upon his body, making his face a mask of shut eyes 
and twistmg bps, convulsmg the rest of him m a sort of harmony 
of despair at the situation and joy in her The sofa shook — she 
clung to Its scrolled end as though m a high gale ‘Why?* she 
cried, ‘what is the matter — what?* Not letting go of the sofe, 
she put out her other hand, which he, by immediately catching 
at and holdmg by its wrist to his breast, used to establish a sort 
of circuit for the joke or agony She imder this compulsion 
began to laugh too, though rebelliously, with bewilderment and 
uncertainty it was only by laying her cheek to his, as though 
either to extmgmsh the laughter by sheer weight or draw out of 
him mto her its unholy cause, that she comprehended She then 
had to laugh entirely ‘I see,* she admitted, drawmg a sob of 
breath, ‘I see how it sounded But that was how it was * 

At once the laughter left him ‘What a position I’ve put you 
m, all the same** He sprang up from the sofa — ‘Anyway, I 
must dress** 
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‘Goings’ she said dully ‘But there might be someone outside 
the door We must think of that ’ 

1 have been thmking of that There has been a step 

She, tracing back by touch her one white lock of hair, said: 
‘When has there been a steps’ 

‘Every now and then ’ 

‘Every now and then?’ She went to the nearer window, to 
stand, white face to the white curtain, arguing: ‘I didn’t hear. 
And if It had been his step I should have heard it, in fact, I 
should have known it before I heard it I wonder . 

‘Stella^ Don’t touch the curtain*’ 

‘I wasn’t gomg to — was !>’ 

‘I thought you were ’ 

‘I wanted to Wanted to crash the wmdow open and blaze 
the lights on To think of him makes me angry — I wanted to 
say: ‘Yes, here we are, together what else do you suppose?’ 

‘If he is down there, that’s why he ts down there Imagine- 
It’s being gay for him, with his thoughts?’ 

‘It’s we who must think,’ she said, turning from the window. 

‘Think away,’ said Robert, shrugging his shoulders His 
clothes were over a chair, already he was begmnmg to dress 
quickly, she remamed, arms folded, leamng against a comer of 
ie chimney piece, intently blmdly watchmg him, say mg: ‘I 
could always let you out at the back, down through the base- 
ment mto the yard There would be walls round that, but would 
they be such high walls? There would be the caretakers, but 
they would be asleep ’ 

‘If there’s somebody at the front there could be somebody at 
the back,’ he said, dressing so mechanically that he seemed 
indifferent. 

‘No, that could depend on who the somebody at the front is. 
Whether it’s Harrison or not ’ 

‘Why^’ 

‘He’s in love I hve here He could have followed you here. 
He could be watchmg the house for his own reasoift people 
torment themselves ’ 
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*That doesn't alter the fact that he's what he is ' 

*What IS anyone!* Mad, divided, undoing what they do You 
were mad to come here I told you on the telephone, plainly 
as I dared to word it, not to — not on any account ' 

‘But you expected me ' 

‘I was waiting for you somehow to get m touch with me, to 
say where else to meet We could have met somewhere else ' 

‘If I am tailed, what matter where I go? Somewhere else — 
where else» Some street comer?' 

‘We could have talked ' 

‘Yes, we could have talked But what do you suppose I 
thought in my mother's houses — that I'd never be in your arms 
again What do you suppose I had to make sure of? That That, 
then to tell you Because yes, that too I saw, in my mother's 
house — you left to wonder, to hear, to not believe, to have to 
believe, |o never know why So, to tell you I came here to 
tell you, even if you had not asked Why not the tellmg first? 
How was I to know that might not lose me the other? Better the 
last of a love m ignorance than no love, no love m knowledge ' 
‘But there could have been that ' 

‘Yes? Tonight, yes But there may be a thing that’s too much 
to go on knowing A thmg not meant to be known — too much 
to hve with, to love m the face of, tmder the everlastmg weight 
of How do we know we haven't both known thisTwas that? 
Dared we ever have come to the point of breaking silence if we 
had not known this was goodbye? Better to say goodbye at the 
beginning of the hour we never have had, then it will have no 
end — best of all, Stella, if you can come to remember what 
never happened, to live most m the one hour we never had — 
Because now I must go,' he added, dressed, looking quickly 
round him to make sure he had forgotten nothmg She recol- 
lected one thmg, picked up his dressmg-gown and gave him his 
lighter out of the pocket He corrected himself — ‘Or, try to go 
I do want to make it, I want to make it — my ideas, you know, 
are too good to be merely died for: they want life — Did you 
once say there was a way out on to the roofs?' 
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‘Yes, the landing skylight, it’s been trap-doored over since 
Tve been in the flat, but they showed me how I could get out 
that way if I were cut off by a fire, or to put out incendiaries 
There’s that ladder that lets down on a pulley Oh Robert, you 
must have seen it every night 
‘Show me ’ 

‘But — ’ she began unbearably. 

‘Very well, whatJ»’ he cried, wheelmg round 
‘What do we know for certain » He may have kept his mouth 
shut None of this may be true ’ 

‘Then no harm’s done what a laugh on the roof ^ Either this 
IS nothing or it’s the pay-off I don’t think it’s nothing — you 
were right, I had no business to come I should have thought of 
you What else should it be but this^* My time’s run right out, 
I’m watched and they know I’m wise you know that better 
than I do — use your reason Thmk as much as you like, but for 
God’s sake let me get out of here while it’s still dark — Do you 
want me taken»’ 

‘Then they’d think of everythmg we could thmk oft’ 

‘Yes, that would be up to them Why»’ 

‘Then there could be somebody on the roof’ 

‘There’s one great thmg about a roof, there’s one way 
off It ’ 

She stobd for two or three seconds, then said. ‘The roof’s 
steep I wish you hadn’t got your stiff knee ’ 

1 wish I hadn’t had my stiff knee We’ve never danced, for 
instance If by any chance this did have to finish that way, 
you wouldn’t have wanted any thmg else for me, would you? 
You’d know if it came to that there could only have been one 
other thing, the alternative^’ 

‘Havmg to face it out 

‘I could Should I? Would you be ashamed of me? Not while 
I was not ashamed of myself But what a stink, though, 
Stella — think, Stella what a stink for you all'>’ 

‘Terrible for Ernestine,’ she said, turmng away her facet} thinking. 
It IS the awful ones who are the little ones one must not offend. 
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‘There may not be anyone on the roof it’s fifty-fifty I still 
somehow think I’ll make it I want to go by the roof ’ 

‘Where are you expecting to get down again^*’ she safd, with 
a light sudden curious release of her natural voice 
He repeated ‘I want to go by the roof — I don’t want to run 
out, I want you to send me off’ 

‘Come on, then,’ she said, m no more time than it took to 
draw the breath, ‘we’ll let down the ladder They went hur- 
riedly out through the little hall of the flat, turned on the landmg 
light overhanging the shaft of staircase and began to unwmd 
from Its staple the pulley-rope of the ladder, which from its 
hinge under the blinded skylight came down towards them 
slowly Robert looked up it ‘Now we’ll soon see,’ he said He 
went up It at the most eager speed compatible with the unequal 
action of the stiff knee, then heaved with his shoulder against 
the skylight, which gave he came down again far enough to kiss 
her ‘Take care of yourself,’ he hurriedly said ‘Now turn off 
the light and get back into the flat and shut the door ’ 

She turned off the light ‘Good night,’ she said in the dark 
‘Good mght ’ 

She went back into the flat and shut the door 
In the street below, not so much a step as the semi-stumble of 
someone after long standmg shifting his position could be, for 
the first time by her, heard. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


T hat day whose start m darkness covered Robert’s fall or 
leap from the roof had not yet fully broken when news 
broke the Allied landings in North Africa Talk was of 
nothmg else Nor had the quickening subsided when Mont- 
gomery’s Order of the Day to the Eighth Army — ‘We have 
completely smashed the German and Italian armies’ — became 
the order of yet another day for London There came the Sunday 
set for victorious bell-rmging throughout the country every 
steeple was to break silence When at last it came, the bells’ 
sound was not as strange or momentous as had been expected 
after everythmg these were still the bells of the former time, 
climbing, striving, searching round m the air in vam for some 
still not to be found new note All that stood out m c*ties were 
unreverberatmg lacunae where there were churches gone At 
the beginnmg, the invitation to rejoice brought out a few people 
mto the sunless November mommg streets, as though the peals 
and crashes were a spectacle to be watched passmg eyes for a 
moment seemed to perceive a peculiar brightness Soon, how- 
ever, even before the bells had come to a climax, people began 
tummg away from the illusion, either because it had already 
begun to fade or because they knew it must There was a 
movement indoors again doors and wmdows shut 
Louie had anticipated the bells in heart ever smee she heard 
they were to be rung, but when it came to their hour they rang 
false — she heard them dry-eyed, she should have been hearmg 
the bells of home, the bells from Seale hill over the open marsh 
and sea Connie, early that morning, had mtercepted the Sunday 
papers on her way out to the post, therefore no other directive 
for feeling was to be foimd — Lome sought refuge m the streets, 
lookmg m this and that direction m hopes of a crowd movmg 
any one way This led her to nothing better than isolation, ever 
more at a loss, on an island in the middle of Marylebt3)ne Road. 
Then it was that she decided to view m dayhght the street m 
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which she had said good night to Stella — there, she could be 
certain, someone in London lived She bent her steps that way not 
knowing exactly with what m mind But to enter Weymouth 
Street was to quail at the unspeakingness of its expensive length 
She had had no notion that Mrs Rodney lived so far from her, 
and, worse, it was impossible to be certain at the foot of which 
of those flights of steps they had said goodbye — for goodbye, 
and nothmg but that, she now saw it was The chattering 
vanation of the architecture, from house to house, itself seemed 
to cheat and mock her — she looked at Dutch-type gables, 
bronze-grilled doors, leaded casements, gothic projectmg bays, 
balcomes, discrepantly high parapets, outwitted Outwitted, but 
only just — for, anything ever to be remembered here would be 
never, never to be forgotten One unity, this morning, the 
empty Sunday street had, up and down its length — the sunless 
toneless reverberation, from planes of distance, of the victory 
bells That could but be bemg heard — from behmd which 
wmdowoutofthishostofwmdows? — byMrs Rodney Louie 
stood still to listen again, m company 

She stood face up, one hand instinctively grasping one of the 
spearheads of railings topping an area, as though to bridge, 
for ever, in some memory of the body’s, the sound and scene 
But then mstantaneously she was struck, pierced, driven forward 
mto a stumblmg run by anguish — an angmsh, striking out of the 
air. She looked round her vamly, blindly, for her assailant 
Flee? — no, she was clutched, compelled, forbidden to leave the 
spot She remained pacmg to and fro, to and fro, like a last 
searcher for somebody said to be still alive, till the bells stopped. 

The street had agam been empty for some hours when Stella 
came out of a door and down steps not far from where Louie had 
stood This was the afternoon she had promised to visit Roder- 
ick, and there appeared no reason to change the plan She made 
her way across London to the right station and took the right 
tram It ^as a slow tram, one-class, made up of old stock, 
departing from a remote platform, crowded out of the way of 

282 



anything more important on to a by-lme, even so haltmg 
diflSdently between its many stops Sunday short-distance 
travellers gettmg m and out, m and out of the carnage m 'which 
sat Stella found themselves bemg eyed with a sort of frozen 
attention by the woman m the comer, they shared an uneasy 
feehng that she was for some reason trymg to learn their faces. 
She seemed to be someone for the first time finding herself 
alone among humanity At the same time, the conveyance of 
that look of hers from one to another face was to be taken as the 
one sign of life otherwise this person sat like an image, upright 
agamst the grime-impregnated tapestry of the compartment, 
dead gloved hands crossed m her lap, palms up There were 
moments, between its being a look at faces, when the look 
became not a look at all, but then mvariably, as though in recoil 
from Its own abeyance, it would turn to the window, taking the 
head with it This was always so at the many unaccountable, 
meanmglessly fateful stops between the stations sometimes there 
was to be found nothmg more speakmg than embankments of 
bleached, soiled, already wmtry grass, but sometimes Stella 
was fortunate m being able to see through railings or over 
fences not only yards and gardens but nght mto back wmdows 
of homes Prominent sculleries with bent-forward heads of 
women back at the sink agam after Sunday dinner, and recessive 
livmg-roSms m which the breadwinner armchair-slumbered, legs 
out, hand across the eyes, displayed themselves, upstairs, at 
lookmg-glasses in wmdows, girls got themselves ready to go out 
with boys One old unneeded woman, relegated all day to 
where she slept and would die, prised apart lace curtains to take 
a look at the tram, as though calculating whether it might not 
be possible to escape this time Children turned out to play went 
through with the mime of it, draggmg objects or pushing one 
another up and dovm short paths where vegetables had not been 
able to be sown It was strikmg how hstlessly, shiftlessly and 
frankly life m these houses — and what else was hfe but tins? -- 
exposed itself to the eyes in the passmg or haltmg tiams eyes 
to be taken, one could only suppose, to be bhnded by other 
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preoccupations It was not to be taken into account that from 
any one train there should be looking any one pair of eyes which 
had no other preoccupation, no other resort, nothing, eyes 
themselves exposed for ever to what they saw, subjected to 
whatever chose to be seen 

Though she had many times made this journey, she did not 
seem to know how soon, at what point along the Ime, she should 
be beginmng to be expectmg to get out, she was therefore 
forced to listen intently each time the name of a station was 
bemg called. Someone m the carriage remarked that if bells 
could be rung agam he did not see why names should not be 
written up — who were we hidmg from now? It was a disgrace 
In the eni Stella only was made to realize she was arriving by 
the sight of Roderick, accompanied by the still taller Fred, on 
the platform her carriage ran past them slowly and they saw her. 
Fred, with a nod to Roderick, thereupon made off quickly The 
tram stopped, Stella got out and was kissed by her son 

‘Where’s Fred gone?’ she asked 

^Hc only came to the station,’ Roderick continued to hold her 
arm as they walked down the platform ‘I’m so glad you came,’ 
he said. ‘I wondered whether you would It’s very good of you, 
Mother ’ 

‘Why, because Robert’s dead?’ she asked, showmg her ticket 
at the barrier 

‘Perhaps it is better for you havmg something to do I had been 
wondering what you’d most rather I did I decided I’d leave it 
and see if you came today, but then, if not, somehow to get to 
London to you I was anxious about you What I’d have liked 
best, when I heard, would have been to go to you there at once 
Would you have liked that? Only not knowing what you would 
really like stopped me Because a man always does get off com- 
paratively hght when he beats it off home because of some bad 
news, though of course what they mvanably do say is, why on 
earth instead of losmg his head and takmg the law mto his own 
hands didh’t he apply for compassionate leave, which would 
under the arcumstances almost certainly have been granted ’ 
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‘Darling Roderick I don’t think it would have been granted 

under these circumstances ’ 

‘I know how I could have put it, in feet I was gomg to put it 
that way if it came to the point — I should have put it that you 
and Robert were engaged Because you easily could have been, 
I should thmk — Would you have liked me to?’ 

‘No,’ she said, shaking her head but wearmg the smile sud- 
denly granted her by his love ‘For one thing, I should have been 
out at work, one cannot stay away if one’s not ill And, no 
No, there would have been nothmg for you to do ’ 

‘Was there anything for you to do. Mother?’ 

‘No, nothmg No, as far as I remember there wasn’t 
anything ’ 

‘I was so afraid that Nobody came and bothered you?’ 

She opened her handbag, took out her handkerchief, touched 
her lips with it After which ‘Where shall we go?’ she-said. 

‘Yes, that’s what I’ve been wondering ’ Roderick looked about 
at what was outside the station, which did not so far offer any 
solution ‘How would it be if we simply went to the cafe 
and sat down quietly? It isn’t exactly time for tea yet, but we’ve 
been there so often that I don’t suppose they’d mmd us just 
sitting down, especially as I imagme almost nobody else will 
be wanting to sit there till it ts teatime ’ 

‘No, let s walk first,’ she said She guided Roderick’s look in 
the direction of the asphalt field-path she had seen in her mind’s 
eye wlnle she was still with Robert ‘Let’s walk that way ’ 

The path obliquely ran across exhausted grassland offered for 
building the offer remained open, the board was down — that 
there was to be buildmg here you could never doubt This 
that met the eye was the merest ghostly Imgermg of a landscape, 
gone by now if it had not been for the war The recalcitrant 
swell of earth which had cracked the path would present not 
more than a moment’s difficult;^ to the sinkers of foundations, 
however shallow Meanwhile, the path led, ahead of the walkers, 
m the direction of a thm Ime of poplars, beyond which, one 
seemed to remember, was a foot-bridged brook For some reason, 
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because she thought of the path as rmmmg, she envisaged all else 
as standing still, so it was with surprise that, from half-way across 
the bridge she saw motion, more fateful for bemg slo^O-, m the 
disks of scum and the shreds of froth on the clayey water below 
her Pausmg to rest her hands on the rail, she wondered what 
the hazards of navigation would be for a paper boat, was passed 
through by an impulse to fold, launch one, recollected that there 
was now nothing for which the boat’s fortune could be an 
augury, but all the same turned to Roderick with her bps apart, 
reassemblmg her shanng of his childhood m her glance But for 
Roderick, on the badge beside her, this moment had a qmte 
different sense — some sort of assuagement or satisfaction at her 
havmg rested even so much of her as her hands, for however 
short a time, on even this bar of unknowmg wood His pity, 
speakmg to her out of the stillness of his face, put her m awe of 
him, as jpf a greater sufferer than herself— no pity is ignorant, 
which IS pity’s cost She perceived him as knowmg m whole the 
sorrow of which she, still, knew less than her htde part More 
than Robert’s death was there m Rodenck’s face, the world 
weighed down for this mstant upon this single soul. She shrank 
from her son as might an unavaahng friend — she set herself to 
counting the disks of foam bemg sucked from sight slowly imder 
the bridge 

She asked ‘You heard the bells, here, this mornmg?’ 

‘I don’t think so, I don’t know where bells are, here. Fred 
mentioned yesterday evenmg that there was some rumour that 
they’d got to be rung, he said m that case they would be some- 
thmg completely new to his sister’s baby — You didn’t mmd 
Fred’s coming to the station? He said he would hke to, as a mark 
of respect ’ 

‘You and Fred haven’t looked at the Sunday papers?’ 

‘No, I don’t think so Why?* 

Stella did not answer. 

‘I naturally,’ Roderick went on, ‘told Fred somethmg, but not 
what It Was exactly I think he thinks there’s been somebody 
killed m battle ’ 
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‘Well, there has been — Roderick, I said I would come today 
because you wanted me to tell you about your father " 

‘Yes ' Still, I don’t think we need talk about bm today, now * 
‘Just as you like but I do not mind what I talk about If any- 
thing, I should rather hke to tell you the story now that I am 
begmnmg to understand it ’ 

‘Just as you like. Mother, anything you’d like — but today J’d 
rather not talk about niy father ’ He restlessly turned away his 
head, looking along the shabby contmuation of the path, he 
struck the bridge rail with an authoritatively childish gesture of 
dismissal — makmg the vibration jump through her hands *He 
really is dead,’ he said ‘After all, it was Cousin Francis who’s 
given me my house, and with you I can only connect Robert. 
Cousin Nettie’s bringmg my father out hke that may have just 
shown how deternuned she is to be mad How is one even to 
know he’d have wanted that^ How am I even to know he was 
my father? He went away ’ 

‘Very well then, Roderick, then let’s leave that story ’ 
‘Wistana Lodge is really the only place for anybody knowing 
so much that does not matter It was stupid of me to mix myself 
up with that I’ve kicked myself,’ he said sadly, ‘for rmgmg you 
up hke that — but how could I know what was just going to 
happen^’ 

‘Very well then, Roderick ’ 

‘Mother^’ he said suddenly 
‘Yes^’ 

‘Do you really not mind what we talk about?’ 

‘No No’ 

‘What was Robert domg on the roof?’ 

Once more she touched her bps with her handkerchief— a 
timid widowed habit wbch had come out m her only that after- 
noon the wbte cambric bore a senes of little pink-red smudges, 
each bmter, now there was almost no more hpstick left to come 
off She then put her arm tbough Rodenck’s, as a sign of agree- 
ment that, yes, it would be better to leave the bridge They 
turned, by the same kmd of unspoken agreement, back, retracmg 

287 



the first few of their steps in silence, hearing Sunday afternoon 
wireless coming across the wasteland from a bungalow It would 
have been easy to recline, to become suffused by indifference, to 
be thankful that all was over — but it was not, yet, the rest was 
not yet ready to be silence By delaying her answer she would be 
giving her answer too much weight ‘That seemed his best way 
out of my flat,’ she said ‘He was expecting to be arrested at any 
minute ’ 

‘Oh Why was bee Could he have been arrested?’ 

‘Yes, he could have been arrested as a traitor ’ 

Roderick, turning to her with knitted brows, pondered, then 
said ‘But was he going to be?’ 

‘That night ? I don’ t actually know That was what he thought ’ 

‘But why should they arrest him as a — as what you said?’ 

‘Because it had all been proved,’ she said, remorselessly turning 
to study Jier son’s face 

‘Oh,’ said Roderick formally Changing colour slowly with 
amazement he added ‘Yes, I see ’ They walked till they were 
out of hearing of the wireless music, she crumpling her handker- 
chief absently m her hand ‘He must have been pretty brave?’ 
he queried, looking at her for confirmation ‘The other way 
round, he might have got a V C , quite hkely? In a way, I 
rather wish I had known ’ 

She said nothmg 

‘Because I never have known anybody hke that He was on 
the other side m this war?’ 

‘Yes’ 

‘He never did seem to me to be living anywhere very particu- 
lar,’ said Roderick ‘You don’t think if you had married him it 
would have given him more of a stake m the country?’ 

She uttered a sound not unhke a laugh A party of girls and 
soldiers swinging in loose formation along the path towards them 
could but stare Roderick, head up, cheeks red still, outfaced the 
party until it had divided, swerved off left and right on to the 
grass and4>een left behind Then ‘I suppose,’ he went on, ‘every- 
thmg I try saying must sound ridiculous —no, must be ridiculous? 
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Y ou see, really I haven’t got anything that I can say I am so sorry, 
Mother, because there must be something ’ 

‘No, I don’t think there is In which case, I had no right to tell 
you One has no right to tell anybody anything as to which 
there’s nothing to be said Robert felt that But you did ask me 
why he was on the roof’ 

‘Perhaps I should not have asked > It was what I wanted to 
know ’ 

‘No, I’m glad you asked — Because of course there is some- 
thing to be said There must be There’s something to be said ’ 

‘I know,’ said Roderick, knitting his brows again ‘But by 
me? Why me? After all, who am I?’ 

‘The only person I can tell ’ Having come to the end of the 
path, back again to the point where it branched from the by- 
road back to the station, they halted Stella looked across at the 
agglomeration of buildmgs which somehow made up this town 
or village, having no other character than that of being near 
Roderick’s camp ‘I cannot help expecting something from you 
I must ’ 

She left It at that, she thought, as one was free to leave any 
helpless remark Roderick, however, drew a deep anxious breath, 
at the same time disengaging his arm from hers 

‘I wish I were God,’ he said ‘Instead of which I am so awfully 
young — that’s my disadvantage The only hope would have 
been my having happened to say some inspired thing, but now 
there hasn’t been that I shall be no good for about another fifty 
years — because all I can do now is try and work this out, which 
could easily take my lifetime, and by diat time you’d be dead I 
couldn’t bear to think of you waiting on and on and on for 
something, something that m a flash would give what Robert 
did and what happened enormous meanmg like there is in a play 
of Shakespeare’s — but, must you? If there’s something that is to 
be said, won’t it say itself? Or mayn’t you come to imagine it 
has been said, even without your knowmg what exactly it was? 

Or are you telling me, then asking me, because I im young, 
and so ought to last on later mto time? You want me to be 
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posterity? But then, Robert’s dying of what he did will not 
always be there, won’t last hke a book or picture by the time one 
IS able to understand it it will be gone, it just won’t be there to be 
judged Because, I suppose art is the only thing that can go on 
mattenng once it has stopped hurting Mother, today I would 

say anythmg to comfort you, I do wish I had enough expenence 
— if I could even only see the thmg as a whole, hke God * . . As 
It is, I expect really you know what is best yourself’ 

1 expect I do, I know I ought to, I must “• But the thmg was, 
you were an outside person ’ 

‘You do really thi^ I am a person?’ asked Roderick They 
walked down the by-road mto the main street, tummg m the 
direction of the cafe 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


T here can occur m lives a subsidence of the under soil — 
so that, without the surface having been visibly broken, 
gradients alter, uprights cant a httle out of the straight A 
group of persons, of souls — perhaps not conscious, till now, of 
so much as being m the same neighbourhood — may thus be 
affected by one happening In this case, few outward changes 
followed on Robert’s end — Stella moved across London mto 
another flat, off Victoria Street, Harnson vamshed from London, 
as against which Mrs Kelway and Ernestine refused the offer for 
Holme Dene and stayed where they were Roderick, havmg be- 
stirred himself, obtamed his commission m the autumn of 1943. 
Always workmg away at the same small factory, Louie lived on 
at Chilcombe Street under the surveillance of Connie<»-who, as 
Civil Defence, found herself returned to the foreground by the 
renewal of enemy air attacks on London early m 1944 
Internally, tensions shifted After the night climax m Wey- 
mouth Street, Harrison made no move to contact Stella, and she 
did not know how to contact him their extraordmary relation- 
slnp havmg ended in mid-air, she found she missed it — Harnson 
became the one hving person she would have given anythmg to 
see Ultimately, it was hts silent absence which left her with 
absolutely nothing She never, then, was to know what had 
happened? For, with regard to Robert the silence from behind 
the scenes never broke what was most to be noted about his 
death was its expediency — the country was spared a demoralizing 
story, everything now could be, and was, hushed up His death 
remained, officially, what the coroner found it misadventure, 
outcome of a crazy midmght escapade on a roof, to which identifi- 
cation, in the popular mmd, of any part of London W i with 
‘Mayfair’ gave colour, odour, scandalous likehness From Stella, 
as the woman friend m the luxury flat, were extracted the cogent 
parts of the mquest evidence Havmg replied to questions as to 
the position of the ladder, the skylight, etc , she answered others. 
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‘He was determined to leave by the roof/ she stated ‘He had 
the idea that someone he did not name to me had followed us 
back knd was in the street waitmg to make trouble I imagme 
that either he did not wish to give the person the satisfaction of an 
mterview, or that he thought a quarrel outside my door might 
make embarrassments for me Yes, I have other men friends, 
I suppose I beg your pardon, I mean yes, I have other men 
friends No, there had never been any mcident of that kind 

No, I cannot tell you whom Captam Kelway may have had m 
mind I have no idea It might have been someone who had been 
trymg to pick a quarrel with him for some other reason No, 
I cannot suggest any other reason, but one never knows For 
two years “ Two years and two months we met in September 
1940 Yes, we saw one another frequently . Yes, I have 
always tried to keep some drink m my flat, never to run quite 
out of it^one needs it Yes, naturally — I beg your pardon, I 

mean yes . . No, never heavily Tm afraid I cannot say, I 
have no idea how much other people do drink . No, I don’t 
think I remember any quarrels No, not that mght more than 
any other We were talkmg about the war Late? I suppose 
It was, I suppose we did not notice how time was passmg, the 
war 1$ a very mterestmg subject . Yes, I did notice that Captam 
Kelway was m an excitable state Possibly that was because we 
had been talkmg about the war, he had been taken ojflfthe active 
service list smce Dunbrk I cannot say, Vm afraid, I did not 
notice No, I do not remember drmkmg more heavily than 
usual . As far as I know, absolutely clear I remember every- 
thing Is It unusual? I have a good memory Off and on I 
should say that the idea of there being somebody m the street 
outside gamed on him as the evenmg went on . As the mght 
went on, then Yes, I suggested I should go down and see, but 
he would not let me I cannot say He had never struck me as 

bemg subject to hallucmations or delusions at any other time 
There may or may not have been I have no idea All I can say is, 
there wa«» nobody m the street when I went down later — irnless 
you count his body No, I had not heard anything. I simply 
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went down I went down and opened the street door . I say, 
I simply went down No, nothing made me I simply thought 
I would go downstairs and look out of the door I don’t know 
why why does one do anything^ I beg your pardon No, 
I don’t know how long after I didn’t look at the clock Two 
minutes, five minutes, ten minutes I don’t know Before that? 
Simply waiting about No, not for anything in particular 
Very well, then I was not waiting When he had gone I was 
simply there in the room Yes, of course I knew he was domg 
a dangerous thing For a man with a stiff knee it was a particu- 
larly dangerous thing to do On the contrary I made every 
attempt to stop him Yes , but what could I do? I’ve already 

said so — I have already described him as being m an excitable 
state No other occasion in particular, but I suppose every- 
body is in an excitable state sometimes? By excitable state I 
mean that he was not takmg anything else mto considei;;ation 
The darkness, the steepness of the roofs, the different heights of 
the houses, and, as I have said, his knee No, I cannot remem- 
ber whether he was carrying an electric torch he did not 
usually Yes, I’m sorry, I agree that that is important I must 
withdraw my statement that I remember everything 

‘When I found him? What did I thmk had happened^ What I 
still think — that he had lost his footmg Yes, I should describe 
myself as agitated 

‘Yes, since 1940, September 1940 As much as one comes to 
know about the circumstances of a friend’s life in two years, I 
suppose I am not clear what you mean by “matters of a con- 
fidential nature” Naturally we did not discuss his work I did 
not expect that • Not secretive as to his personal affairs, no He 
did not give me the impression of having anything to hide No 
I should not have thought him likely to have enemies, he was not 
quarrelsome . I agree it does seem strange. I have no idea why. 
No, he did not explam He simply said there was somebody at 
the door . No, he was not exhibiting signs of fear. I imagine 
that where he was concerned he would have preferred t® go down 
and settle the matter, but that he did not want to make scenes and 
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trouble at that late hour outside my house . • Of course, that 
would have been best, but it did not occur to him . I cannot re- 
member whether it occurred to me There was no reason why he 
should not have remained quietly m my flat until whoever it was, 
or whoever he thought it was, had gone I can only say that he did 
not wish to Possibly Any argument is agitating , Only m 
so far as I was trying to argue him out of what he was doing It 
was not a quarrel Yes, I should agree m callmg it the decision 
of a man in an excitable state No, never Captam Kelway’s 

behaviour never at any time struck me as abnormal That night 
It could have been called abnormal m bemg unlike itself 
Normally he would have been the last person to do an ill-judged 
thmg Yes, for some months In fact he had not long been 
out of hospital when I met him Only for his knee No, there 

had been no question of psychiatric treatment I noticed 
nothmg • I suppose one cannot say what might be the delayed 
effects of stram or shock No, he gave me no reason to thmk 
he had money troubles iVe already said, he never gave me 
the impression of having anything of any kmd on bs mind . . I 
don’t quite understand that question — am I to take it you want 
to know whetherJ think he went out on to the roof with the 
mtentionoftakmgbsownhfe? . I’m sorry I thought that was 
what you did mean I do not know what his mtenqons were 
He may have hoped to find a fire escape down the back of one of 
the other houses , he may have expected to be able to open the sky- 
hght of another house and make bs way down through that house, 
and so out . I should say he regarded the ■0hole tbng as a good 
idea, a joke, a way of outwittmg the person trymg to make trouble 
Very well the person he imagmed to be there trymg to make 
trouble No, I did not I have already said that I did not 
When he had gone, I remamed in my flat till I went downstairs 
I went downstairs, opened the door, went out into the street I 
then saw he had fallen I cannot remember . Thank you ’ 
She left the coroner’s court with one kmd of reputation, that 
of being S good witness 
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The afternoon of the Sunday of the bell-rmgmg had been 
devoted by Louie to an exhaustive reading of the Sunday papers 
-- tossed in, the worse for wear, at her door by Connie, on the 
latter’s way up to the top of the house to sleep One paper gave a 
short report of the inquest, two others, however, featured exten- 
sive pieces on it Louie saw Stella’s name, re-read her address, and 
received, m an unbearable flash, the import of that street m which 
she had that mormng stood For a moment she wondered 
whether it might not be Harrison who had fallen, under another 
name The ill-fated oflicer’s behaviour, as emerging from the 
accounts here, seemed to her in its rabid suspiciousness, its un- 
lovmg ruthlessness and its queerness, to have been that of 
Harrison exactly — so much so that Lome toured every sensation 
that, m her, surrounded Harrison’s bemg dead Its being impera- 
tive to pity the dead made her recollect his fruitless frenzy of 
thought, all alone at the concert that first day Again she took up 
the paper — no, but Harrison had not a stiff Imee! No, every jomt 
of his flexed with an umnteresting smoothness the side-slip or 
jerk or jamming was in his manner ■— which was, she saw, as 
hastily she returned him to life, chronic No, he limped no more 
than he had ever loved She could not forget tlie calculated padding 
un-eager evenness of his walk that evemng, after he and she left 
the concert It was that bodily monotony of him which, coupled 
with his recalcitrance, could not but get on any woman’s nerves 

All the same, she could not break some connection between the 
man one night sitting at the table and the man the next night 
falling from the roof 

For Lome, subsidence came about through her now knowing 
Stella not to be virtuous Virtue became less possible now it was 
shown impossible by Stella, less to be desired because Stella had 
not desired it enough Why Louie should have attached her own 
floating wish to a face watched for an hour cannot be said there 
must be faces which attract aspiration just as others focus 
sensuous dreams — what else had happened onginally m the case 
ofHarnsone Louie had felt herself to be m a presence For her, 
therefore, now it was Stella who had fallen into the street. 
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It was the blanks m Louie’s vocabulary which operated in- 
wardly on her soul, most strongly she felt the undertow of what 
she could not name Humble and ambiguous, she was as unable 
to name virtue as she had been, until that sudden view of Ham- 
son’s companion, to envisage it Two words she had, ‘refine- 
ment’, ‘respectability’, were for her somewhere on the periphery 
In search of what should make for completeness and cast out fear 
she indistmcdy saw virtue as the mverse of sex at the same time, 
somehow, it had distress, of one kind or another, as its subhme 
prerogative — Had not Lome herself felt a distress m Stella, owmg 
to Harrison? Now she looked back she saw, yes, there had also 
been fear, nay, terror — but, the quahtative pureness of the terror 
had made it seem to her pure morally Durmg their dark walk 
home Stella had given the impression of bemg a soul astray — but 
how, it had seemed for the period of illusion, should she not be? 
What mdeed, was there for her^ She could not but be out of her 
sphere here, nonplussed, a wanderer from some better star It 
had been much to find m the world one creature too good for the 
world 

She had not been too good Here, and not m one paper only, 
was where it said about her, the bottles, the lover, the luxury 
West-End flat She had had other men friends, there nearly had 
been a fight It all only came to a matter of expensiveness, there 
was no refinement A meet look and a mcer voice, but there she 
was with someone she was not married to — who had he not run 
out on the roof, tight, would be still there She had seemed so 
respectable — respectable as one of those lost Seale faces — but 
there she had stood m court, tellmg them all That was that, 
simply that agam There was nobody to admire, there was no 
alternative No unextmguished watch-light remained, after all, 
bummg m any window, however far away In hopes of what, 
then, was one led on, led on? How long, lookmg back on it, it 
had lasted— that dogged, timid, unfaithfully-followed hope! 

The November Sunday faded, as it had begun, m mist — 
Louie caifie over gooseflesh, scrambled up from the rug and put 
on the kettle She was nursing her teacup m her hands when 
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Connie, still gummed up with afternoon sleep, marched m to- 
wards her over the sheets of newspaper, the Officer’s Midnight 
Prank headlmes scattered over the floor ‘Careful^' cried Lome, 
hauntedly turning, ‘do be^’ Connie, later, twitched up one sheet 
to re-read it, sucking a tooth However, nothing connected 
Louie’s refined new friend of the other evening with the dubious 
herome of this tragedy — no name had then been spoken now 
no name could be Oh, if Connie had guessed she was being held 
out on* Nor was this first secret to be the last — for, the long- 
term effects on Louie of Stella’s fall were kept hidden, throughout 
the time to follow, with unexpected care Louie’s droppmg back 
again into vagrant habits remained unknown No such very 
great degree of dissimulation turned out to be, after all, necessary, 
for It happened that Connie relaxed her vigilance — a friend who 
had been aggravating her for some time began to be more bother 
than he was worth Not so much the friend as an uncharacter- 
istic and naggmg inability to decide just how much any man was 
worth seized upon Connie, throwing her mto moodiness, keep- 
ing her late abroad when she was not at the post, and confining 
her talk, when she did as of old look m, to a dire obsession^ 
monologue Connie had no longer an eye to spare Also there 
went on, throughout that winter, bemg never a word as to hopes 
of leave^from Tom, no longer m India now owmg to bemg 
required m North Africa 

1942, still with no Second Front, ran out nothmg more than 
a sort of grinding change of gear for the up-grade was to be felt 
till the next war year steadied mto its course Cryptic were new 
1943 block calendars February, the Germans capitulated at 
Stalmgrad, March, the 8th Army broke through the Mareth 
Lme North African spring teemed with pursuits and astronomic 
surrenders, with a victoriousness hard, still, not to associate with 
the enemy July, the Sicihan landings, the Russian opemng of 
their great leafy Orel summer drive Mussolini out September, 
Itahgns out, but leavmg Italy to it Landings, beach-heads, 
Russian tanks lurching across the screens in London, November, 
Italian rivers, however, bemg crossed by us in strength Wmter 
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known to have come by the Germans havmg their winter line 
shattered Mussolini back Pictures, less to be rehshed than had 
been hoped, of Berlin leammg how it had been for London The 
Big Three photographed smiling at Teheran The idea of the 
European Fortress The day after Christmas we sank the 
Scharnhorst, and upon the Russians havmg advanced up to sixty 
miles in five days m the Kiev salient, at the same time widening 
a breach to a front of a hundred and eighty miles, 1943 
expired 

War’s being global meant it ran off the edges of maps, it was 
uncontamable What was bemg done, for instance, against the 
Japanese was heard of but never grasped in London There were 
too many theatres of war. 

1944 was the year m which there could not but be the Second 
Front. General Smuts called it the Year of Destmy, the bombers 
contmued^to carry on preparatory work As early as January we 
broke the Gustav hne, the Russians announced the lifting of the 
blockade of Lenmgrad February, in Italy we encircled ten 
enemy divisions, but the Germans opened up against Anzio 
beach-head, which held The wipmg-out of Monte Cassino 
caused an uncertam breath to be drawn m cinemas all this was 
going to be necessary, and more Reflections were cut short by 
the renewal of air attacks on London — a five-night J^ebruary 
season to be known as the Little Blitz 

During that week, Roderick was at Mount Morris, having got 
permission to view for the first time, and arrange for the admims- 
tration of, his property In mufti, he had arrived m the damp of 
a late-winter evemng, alone Work kept his mother m London 
he was sorry and not sorry, she not sorry Donovan, who had 
been listening for the hackney car, had stood holding a lamp m 
the high doorway at the top of the steps he preceded his master 
into the hall, set down the lamp on the table and made a speech 
Roderick, havmg hstened less to the words than their echo 
through this house of his own, replied Later, alone in the library, 
his first act had been to read the mstructions printed by Cousm 
Francis on the cards stuck round the picture over the fire 
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He waited for Donovan to return in order to ask him ‘Who is 
“Lady C 

‘That used to be Lady Condie * 

‘What, dead now, is she? — In that case,’ Roderick said, ‘wt 
shan’t be getting any more messages from her ’ He plucked from 
the picture that particular card, tore it across and dropped it into 
the fire 

‘— Dtd the river rise, this winter?’ he went on. ‘Did it get into 
the Lower Lodge?’ 

‘Not so far,’ admitted Donovan ‘But it could Mr Morris 
always had a scheme for removmg the Lodge to some place else 
Wasn’t It funny, sir, them takmg away Montgomery from the 
8th Army?’ 

But Roderick was back to readmg the cards ‘What’s become 
of the dogs which used to be the puppies? My mother said 
nothmg about them They weren’t put down, I hope^’ 

‘No, sir, the mstructions would have been a pity, they were 
breedy little dogs — I put them out through the country I could 
get you a pup out of one of them any time It was only the old 
big dog the master shot before he went off to England — Would 
there be any thought of brmgmg the master back?’ 

‘I don’t see why not,’ said Rodenck, struck, ‘eventually 
His bones ought to be there But of course the whole thing was a 
muddle —• I was never let know what was going on ’ 

Donovan stepped back and held open the door wider, to enable 
Mary to enter with the large supper tray Roderick absently eyed 
the younger of the two girls of whom his mother had spoken 
wish It were not so late^’ he exclaimed suddenly ‘I wish I could 
see — ts It gomg to be a very dark night> I want to go out and 
get the hang of everything— so far, I hardly realize I have arrived 
Not that this is not a very mce room, of course,’ he added, 
respectfully lookmg up at the ceilmg ‘Larger and higher, if any- 
thing, than I had imagined But it’s bafBing not to know what 
goes on outside it — ly it a very dark mght?’ 

‘I should say, middlmg You ought to be able to see?your hand 
before you Then will I not bar the door?’ 

299 



‘You never need bar the door I shall see to that ’ 

Mary, who had been studying Roderick without speakm^g, gave 
a fibal* touch to the tray, then left the room Donovan, though 
prepared to follow his daughter, spoke once more, ‘There’s a 
more deceptive drop from here to the river than you might 
think,’ he said, though even so with detachment ‘I even heard 
how once a carriage and pair of horses pitched over it m the 
darkness before we had the parapet — and again there’s a rocky 
drop from the Alpine Walk, if you should be thmkmg of going 
that way The rest of it might be slippery but it’s harmless — 
However, sir, from all I hear you should have come out of a 
wary trainmg They’d want you to be precise for a war of 
this kmd ’ 

‘Oh, I shall know where I am once I get going,’ said Roderick, 
confidently puUmg a chair up to the tray, raising hds and begm- 
ning to cu supper ‘I’ve been told what’s there I must just make 
sure that it is ’ 

Commg m late that night he bolted, barred and chained up the 
door behind him, piously but with an inexpert clatter — the 
htde lamp like a holy lamp the Donovans had left burnmg for 
him on the hall chest meanwhile magmfymg his shadow He 
had forgotten to ask, and they had been too deeply stirred to 
remember to show him, m which of the rooms upstairs he was 
to sleep, he had therefore to mvestigate, openmg door after door. 
The darkness was nothing to him but a veil between himself and 
tomorrow, and his nostrils sifted out nothmg but an enticmg 
newness from the plastery smells The house, where he was con- 
cerned, might have come mto bemg only just m time to be here 
tonight, he remembered his mother’s saymg he must have been 
conceived here, but only perfunctonly did he wonder m which 
room Drawn into one at last by a glow of embers and the sight 
of his bag put down at the foot of an opened bed, he looked no 
further. a row of bootjacks along the top of a press, straps on a 
hook and a parade of hniment-bottles dong the chimneyyiece 
told him^he was succeedmg to Cousm Francis The master’s 
bedroom had cnmson hangmgs and paper, agamst which what 
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looked like mahogany temples stood Whistlmg, Roderick 
began to throw his things out of his bag 

But he had come m full of the outdoors, which welled up in 
him when, having put out the lamp, he laid down his head on the 
old man’s pillow Forms, having made themselves known 
through no particular sense, forms whose existence he was not to 
doubt again, loomed and dwelled within him He had felt all 
round him heights weighed down upon by night, mysterious 
declivities, the breath through the unmoving air of moving 
water Something more than silence there had been to be heard, 
though m the trees’ leafless tops there was not even the rustle of a 
sleepy rook, and though throughout the relaxed woods not a 
bough grated or twig snapped The invisible openness of the 
fields gave out not less stillness than the fem-rotted hollows, he 
had come to the humid stonmess of the garden wall, steadied 
himself on the unequal metalling of the cart tracks, put his hand 
on gates, struck out a twang from wire, established by touch the 
vital differing unhumanity of rocks, currugated iron, tree trunks. 
He had from all points turned and returned to trace the elusive 
nver-glimmer below him Dark ate the outlines of the house as 
it ate the outlines of the hills and drank from the broken distances 
of the valley The air had been night itself, re-imprmted by 
every one^of his movements upon his face and hands — and still, 
now that he was mdoors and gone to bed, impregnating every 
part of the body it had not sensibly touched He could not sleep 
during this memory of the air 

It had not been cold the coming of wmter to a stop had been 
most felt in the absolute nullness of tonight It could be that 
Nature had withdrawn, leaving everythmg to be nothing but 
the identity of Mount Morris The place had concentrated upon 
Roderick its being this was the hour of the never-before — gone 
were virgin dreams with anything they had had of himself m 
them, anythmg they had had of the picturesque, sweet, easy, 
stndent He was left possessed, oppressed and m awe He heard 
the pulse m his temple beating mto the pillow, he was^foUowed 
by the sound of his own footsteps over his own land The 
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succeeded in relighting the little lamp That done, he was once 
more inside four walls drawmg down m the bed he immediately 
fell asleep 

Next day was full of thmgs to be seen and done ‘As iVe been 
telling O’Connell,* he said to Donovan, ‘for the present all wc 
can hope to do is, keep this place tickmg over till I get back. 
After that, of course, it will definitely have to begm to pay: 
Mount Morns has got to be my living To start with, Til have to 
learn — go to one or another of those agricultural set-ups for two, 
three, four years Everything’s got to be done scientifically these 
days, one can’t just go flufiing along as an amateur And I ought 
to put in capital, if I’m to get returns ’ 

‘That way, you could sink a terrible lot of money ’ 

‘Not if one’s organized And I should never have a terrible lot 
of money to sink,’ he added, looking at Donovan formidably 
‘Mr Morris used to be the one for considenng impjjovements 
It was wonderful the things he was to do — he was showmg me 
pictures of machinery, and there were fellows for ever coming 
and going giving us demonstrations, until latterly the war came 
to be the greater interest — We raised the boat for you, sir, but 
she isn’t much, she’s decayed ’ 

‘What boat?’ said Roderick, blank He recovered himself and 
said ‘Oh yes, of course, the boat Well, that’s a pity, but never 
mind tGanks What a lot of work I can’t see, I must say, why 
It was ever sunk ’ 

‘Precautions I should say Mr Robertson had that effect ’ 
‘Who was Mr Robertson 

‘ Y ou would never know It could be he was keeping some sort 
of eye on this country Those were suspicious times, before they 
turned aside the Germans,’ said Donovan, dispassionately feedmg 
wood to the range — they were in the kitchen Two chickens 
fled from the swmging foot of Rodenck, who was seated on the 
edge of the table — both girls had melted out of the kitchen as he 
came m, leaving a candle burning beside a teapot The face of 
either Hannah or Mary appeared from time to time m the dark- 
ness of the doorway, but then always footsteps were to be heard 
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padding lightly away again down the stone passage ‘There was 
nothing to show in the end of it all/ said Donovan ‘However, 
the m‘aster had a great time with ideas ’ 

‘From what you tell me/ said Roderick, ‘this Robertson must 
have been a silly man — I can’t say I’ve ever heard of him, and I 
don’t wonder Intelligence my eye What did he take the 
German Army for? It was really rather a good tiling they never 
landed * 

Donovan listened, impartial, to the roar in the range 
‘A chap turned up at the funeral,’ went on Roderick, ‘but his 
name was Harrison ’ 

‘It could be It was some name of that sort — Did you hear 
anythmg from London?’ Donovan asked, facing round sombrely 
and abruptly 
‘No Why?’ 

‘They’ij bombing away again Isn’t the mistress in it?’ 

‘Yes Why?’ 

‘You left her very exposed ’ 

‘Yes, Donovan, yes But she’s always done what she’s hkcd. 
‘I should say she’d always done what she could Whatever 
she went through, she’s very gentle All the same, it was a pity 
you couldn’t prevail on her to wait here ’ 

‘Wait here what for»’ 

‘The better times ’ 

‘Oh’ 


Harrison, back agam, stood m the middle of a street, otherwise 
empty, illuminated by a chandelier flare During the pulse of 
silence between the overhead throbbmg and the bark of the guns, 
the flare made the street like a mirrored drawmg-room Above 
where Harrison stood peermg at something jotted on an en- 
velope, white-green mcandescence flowed from the lovely 
shapely symbol, which slowly descended as it died — the sky to 
the east reflected flammgo-pink nobody could have taken to be 
the dawnc the west was jagged with flames Ostensibly the 
population of London was underground now and then could be 
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heard an important clanging of N F S or ambulance bells, once 
or twice a private car shot past Bombardment reopened upon 
Harrison doggedly footing it in the direction of Stella’s new flat, 
automatically swervmg clear of buildings liable at any time to be 
struck and fall 

The block she lived m teetered its height up mto the dangerous 
night Inside, no porter was m the lodge Harrison for himself 
set in motion the gothic hft The halt of the hum and the rattle 
of gates on her floor gave her time to wonder before her bell 
rang when it did, she came to the door, though promptly, with 
the air of one who had already decided this must be a mistake. 
She wore an overcoat and was carrying a cat They stared at one 
another She exclaimed. ‘Where have you been^’ The cat gave 
a start and tried to run up her shoulder. 

‘I hope this IS not an awkward hour to drop in?’ 

‘Why, no,’ she said, civilly if uncertainly, ‘I wasn’t doing any- 
thing particular — readmg, listenmg to the guns Come in ’ She 
went ahead of him through another door to put the cat down, 
while he had, owmg to the unfamiliarity of tbs other, no less 
mmute, hall, a renewal of difficulty over the old business of 
putting down his hat ‘Yes, it’s been quite a time smce we met,’ 
he agreed, eventually foUowmg her m — ‘I see,’ he added, 
glancing about the carpet as though he’d have hked to check up 
on a first impression, ‘you’ve got a cat now ’ 

‘Why, no, it’s not mme Nothing m tbs flat is — either,’ she 
said with a vagrant, echo-aroused smile ‘It belongs next door, 
but Its people are out, away, and I dunk it’s nervous ’ 

‘Pussy, hey, pussy — where are you?’ said Harrison, clickmg 
bs fingers Nothmg havmg emerged, he squmted round to read 
the name of her book, left open face downward on the black fur 
hearthrug ‘Quite like old times,’ he remarked, ‘quite a dirty 
night Ammals don’t care for tbs sort of thmg ’ 

‘Quite like old times,’ she said, kneelmg down, with her back 
to bm, by the fire ‘Before I met you, even ’ She warmed her 
hands ‘Is it cold m here? Perhaps not — Do sit ddwn,’ she 
added, over her shoulder ‘What have you been domg?’ 
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‘One thing and another In fact, been out of this country. 
But that would be a long story ’ 

‘Yes, I expect it would You didn’t lose your job, then? 
Once or twice I wondered whether you had ’ 

‘What, mc> Oh, you mean over that affair^ Oh no-no-no- 
no-no Still, I was sorry that shpped up So you held that 
against me?’ 

While she still did not answer, he sat himself down quickly m 
one of two armchairs, taking advantage of the very last moment 
in which It might be possible or at any rate sensitive to do so. 
She registered what had gone on behmd her without turnmg her 
head He seemed glad, eager, to take this as, however negative, a 
reply Anything more commg^ From her, apparently not — 
anything further seemed to be due from him Forward m the 
armchair he began frowning, pushmg fist into palm ‘Yes, that 
was badj’Jie agreed ‘In my own way I may say I took quite a 
knock ’ 

‘You did?’ Stella said, rising from the hearthrug as though 
there were something weakenmg m that perpetual warming of 
the hands She searched the chimneypiece for cigarettes to ofier 
him, meanwhile recollectmg that she and Robert still owed him 
what was left of a packet A burst of close-up gunfire shook the 
building — whereupon she started to pace about, lookmg under 
the furniture for the cat Harrison, silenced by the guns, seemed 
at the same time to feel exonerated from makmg any secret of the 
fact that he was followmg her with his eyes — even, when her 
movements took her behmd his chair, turmng right roimd to see 
where she was She scooped up the cat and stood with it held 
against her its fur seemed to shrink and dampen as a stick of 
bombs fell diagonally across the middle distance. Then it all died 
down ‘It’s so long,’ she said, ‘smce we’ve had this Hasn’t it 
come back different?’ 

Remarking the unsteadiness of her hand on the cat’s flank, be 
said, with mtimacy and insolence ‘Perhaps you were not so 
sorry I cfme, then?’ 

‘I wish you had come before There was a time when I had so 
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much to say to you There once was so much I wanted to know. 
After I gave up thmkmg I should see you again, I still went on 
talking and talking to you m my own mmd — so I cannofreally 
have felt you were dead, I think, because one doesn^t go on 
talking and talking to any one of them more one goes on hearmg 
what they said, piecing and repiecmg it together to try and make 
out somethmg they had not time to say — possibly even had not 
had time to know There still must be somethmg that matters 
that one has forgotten, forgotten because at the time one did not 
realize how much it did matter Yet most of all there is some- 
thing one has got to forget — that is, if it is to be possible to hve. 
The more wars there are, I suppose, the more we shall learn how 
to be survivors — Yes, I missed you. Your dropping out left me 
with completely nothmg What made youe’ 

‘That would be a long — * 

‘ — Tm not asking for stories What happened?" 

‘For one thing, I was switched " 

She stared at him 

‘That was how it was," he said, with a take-it-or-leave-it shrug. 
‘There was quite a bit gomg on around that time, if you remem- 
ber That was the long and the short of it I was switched " 

‘I see," she said, paused, and put down the cat ‘Well, here I 
still am," she said in a different tone ‘Though now, as you see, 
here " 

‘Here, you"re still fairly snug?" he asked, lookmg round the 
room, making an obvious effort to see it all as other than sheer 
‘otherness" of surroundmgs These walls, of an unreflectmg 
brown, were hung round with a set of Old London prmts, there 
was an upright piano, a locked-lookmg glazed bookcase The 
neck of a readmg-lamp had been so twisted as to direct light on 
to the sage-green cushions of an armchair at present empty of her. 
Writmg paper was stacked on a foldmg table, on which stood a 
wmeglass holdmg a bunch of snowdrops — damaged, perhaps 
unpinned from her coat From the shortness of the substantial 
curtains it could be guessed that the wmdows were $9t m high. 
He knew himself to be on the seventh floor A dull little gun- 
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metal ash tray caught his eye — ‘Funny, you know/ he confessed, 
‘how I still seem to he seeing that other pl^ce That other place 
where you were ’ 

‘Yes/ 

‘I have so often thought of our times there ’ 

‘What was our quarreh* She hesitated, after askmg him this, 
but then sat boldly down in the sage-green chair, full in the light. 
‘What did I do^’ 

‘You were wonderful As, as a matter of fact, you are tonight 
— wherever you are, you are I don^t know how it is^’ 

‘Please^’ she cried, holdmg up her hand sharply ‘I asked you a 
question What happened » After all, you killed Robert * 

‘Now how do you make out that?’ 

‘Only you know what happened,’ she went on, mdifferently 
giving this as a fact ‘You know what I don’t the whole of the 
story You chose to take that with you you disappeared For a 
long time, that’s been what I’ve wanted to ask you Now you’re 
back — but now^ why 2 Why ask? Possibly the time’s passed.’ 
He shifted his feet, equivocally, on the black hearthrug 
‘What, not altogether?’ she said, as though in reply to the 
movement ‘Very well, then m that case, tell me — you knew 
Robert was gomg to be arrested that night? How much say in 
that had you? When had that been decided? — or was it not?’ 

‘I always rather took it,’ Harnson said, ‘that he himself rather 
took It the game was up In that case, frankly, he knew as much 
as I did That was up to him, naturally — I was out ’ 

‘Srnce when?’ 

‘Smce the night before ’ 

‘Smce the night we quarrelled?’ 

‘Quarrel?’ he said ‘When?’ 

She put out a hand and bent the lamp away from her ‘If you 
don’t remember,’ she said, ‘perhaps it never happened Perhaps 
I’ve thought too much ’ 

‘I’ve thought, all right ’ He stopped to frown at a thumb-nail, 
then looked across at her now m-shadow face ‘About this thing 
between us — but how “a quarrel”?’ 
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The guns rested her by opening up once more she leaned back 
to hear them, acquiescent, against the cushions The bulb of the 
lamp iri Its socket and frames of the wmdows shook — otherwise, 
this room remamed a dark-lined kernel of silence under the 
flare-pale resounding sky In the subsidence of the shocks of the 
guns could be heard the lofty drummmg of the raider while this 
lasted one kind of utter solution was in the ofHng — but no, it was 
not to be that way, nothmg fell The guns, made fools of, died 
out again, askance ‘No right or wrong to it after all, perhaps?’ 
she at last said 

Harrison, who had sat through the mmutes with a concentrated 
appearance of hearing nothing, went on ‘Yes, thought about 
you — and m some pretty queer places ’ 

‘All this time, you’ve been out of England^’ 

‘Obviously — surely?’ 

‘Still, you knew where to find me ’ 

‘Oh, one soon picks up threads Well, here we are, back to 
It Or, don’t you think so?* He fixed his eyes on her with an 
only wavering certainty, as though, possibly, for guidance 
‘No — one never goes back One never is where one was. I 
see you may have been right, I see there may have been something 
between us — if there had not been something, how should we 
both, tonight, know it wasn’t there any more? If you had been 
here immediately after — if you had not disappeared when you 
did — who knows? You were the last of him — No, not that: 
I am the last of him You, then? Were you then, somehow, 
love’s necessary missing part? You brought that into us, if you 
killed him But now, you and I are no longer two of three From 
between us some pin has been drawn out we’re apart We’re not 
where we were — look, not even any more m the same room 
The pattern’s been swept away, so where’s the meamng? Think 
He only repeated ‘But I have thought about you,’ m an 
unrelmquishmg tone 

‘There was a night — yes, that last time we met -■ when I said. 
‘Very well, then, yes,” but you sent me home ’ 

‘Yes* that was not what I wanted.’ 
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*What dtd you want, then, when it came to the point?’ 

He fitted his thumb-nails together, did not answer 
‘Yon did not know, you did not know what to do ’ 

‘What, didn’t I?’ he said in a driven way He got up suddenly 
and walked across to the table with the snowdrops, he stood over 
them — ‘Pretty,’ he stated under his breath, givmg the bruised 
petals an automatic touch ‘If you mean,’ he added, ‘that evening 
there was the dog, I don’t remember More, there was that other 
evening when there was the rain All I know is, as I say. I’ve 
thought about you I didn’t come back all this way only to say 
goodbye — did I^*’ 

‘You don’t think there’s any virtue m a goodbye? I do I’ve 
wanted to be able to say goodbye to you, till this could be 
possible you’ve haunted me What’s unfinished haunts one, 
what’s unhealed haunts one — Harrison^’ 

‘That’s the first time you’ve called me anythmg, I think ’ 

‘I don’t know your other, your Christian name ’ 

‘I don’t know that you’d care for that very much,’ he said, 
shouldering mto the curtam behind the table 
‘Why, what’s wrong with iv — what is it»’ 

‘Robert ’ 

‘Oh, I see Well, I expect m any case I should have gone on 
thinkmg of you as Harrison I’d been going to say — ’ she dropped 
her wrist across her eyes, as though the averted lamp Vere still 
full upon her ‘I’d been gomg to say, goodbye any way you hke 
Stay tomght, if you hke, if that would finish your thoughts ’ 
He picked up the glass of snowdrops, then put it down again 
‘No, I thought not,’ she said ‘What’s the good of doing 
anythmg for the sake of the past^*’ 

‘No, It’s more,’ he said, with his back to her, ‘that I never did, 
remember, expect you to do anythmg for nothing ’ 

‘What is “nothmg”?’ 

‘As I told you, I never have been loved — No,’ he added, 
commg briskly back from the table, takmg up a position on the 
hearthrugijto stare down, more unequivocally than he evef yet 
had, at the chair with her m it, ‘my forte has I suppose always 
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rather more been, plans — What are yours, for mstance, these 
days? You staying on here^’ 

‘For one thmg, I think I am going to be married 
‘Indeed Is that so?’ He paused, needing all he had to keep m 
command his features during their change, their change into the 
expression ofa violent, fundamental rehef ‘That’s so, then?’ But 
he now began to re-eye her with severe closeness, on behalf of an 
unknown somebody else ‘All the same, what do you mean, you 
“think”, though? As to a thing of that kind, surely you ought to 
knowi" 

‘Well, I do know — now ’ 

‘Ha-ha better — May one ask who it is?’ 

She told him, adding ‘He’s a cousin of a cousm ’ 

‘Rather more than that, he’s a bngadier, surely^’ 

‘WeU, I know,’ she said, with a touch of the old irritation ‘So 
you think this is an extraordinary thing for him to ^o?’ 

‘No, I wouldn’t — ’ 

I agree, it’s nice of him ’ 

‘No, now, come, Stella, what I do mean’s this if this is the case, 
this IS quite a different affair You’ve got yourself to take care of 
What do you think you’re domg, skittermg round in a top-floor 
flat on a night like this, with this heavy stuff commg down dll over 
the place? Far from fair on the chap you should think of him. 
You might not give a damn what happened — I must say, you 
gave me that impression, first Does that make sense, now you’ve 
got prospects?’ 

‘Prospects have alternatives ’ 

‘Collect that cat, if you must, but if this keeps on you ought to 
think of cutting down to the hall * 

‘I always have left things open — As a matter of fact, though, 
I think the raid’s over ’ 

‘In that case ’ said Harrison, looking at his watch ‘Or 
would you rather I stayed till the All Clear 

Towards the end of that week of nights, Louie ^d Connie 
were doing their hair and faces, side by side, in front of the long 
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horizontal mirror of the marbled subterranean Ladies of a West 
End caK This was about ten o’clock m the evening Connie’s 
work on herself was thorough, Louie had for some time stood in 
a vacuum, twiddling at her bow clip, before, tummg away her 
head from her own reflection, she said that she was going to have 
a baby 

Connie continued work on her frmge 

‘Oh, you never listen to what I say*’ 

‘You’re always saymg something,’ grumbled her friend, 
groping around the basin for invisible hairpins ‘What is it 
now?’ 

‘I said — It looks as if I was going to have a baby ’ 

Conme hissed. ‘Shut up! — Where do you think we are?’ She 
cast a wary rapid look round the place Louie, however, had not 
chosen her moment as badly as it seemed — no other ladies 
happened to be down here ‘The things you think of! However 
could — ?* All the same, slowly she put her comb down Their 
eyes met in the glass 

Less m despair than fatalism, Connie exclaimed ‘Well, you 
have been a silly girl Haven’t you»’ 

Louie, as though in extenuation, said ‘Well, it’s been on my 
mind ’ 

‘I told and told you* Nature’s ever so sharp*’ 

Louie, not without dignity, assented she hung her head 

Conme, m a mechanical stunned way, amassed the rest of the 
hairpins and pronged them back into different curls of her 
frmge — but then, half-way through, the very ordmarmess of the 
action seemed to unnerve her she stopped dead, hands up, and 
cried out ‘Now we are in the soup* — For example, what’s your 
husband going to say?’ 

‘That’s what I wondered.’ Louie frowned and turned on a hot 
tap she watched the strong jet of steamy water rush round and 
round the basin ‘Under other circumstances, he might have been 
pleased When you think of all he and I have been through 
together, this seems not natural, Connie, that he should not 
know * 
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‘what do you expect me to do^*’ 

‘Well, I don’t know really I was more wondermg what I 
shoulcf do myself’ 

‘Still, you come askmg me You know you do, you come 
asking me Everyone comes askmg me ’ Connie shot out a hand 
and turned off the hot tap, furiously the wasted steam died 
down ‘You mad?’ she cried ‘When the Kmg himself only 
uses five inches m his bath^^ Seizmg this occasion to take leave of 
all your senses? What do you think this makes you» — You’re 
only one of many ’ 

This Louie seized upon ‘Well, I am, only, aren’t I —just one 
of many?’ A sort of illumination widened over her features — 
slowly, but with a sureness from which one might have suspected 
that It was not new to them And worse, m the view of Connie, 
this settled mto a look of mward complacency, even subhmity. 
She admitted ‘I’ve sometimes thought that myself’^ 

‘Oho,’ lashed out Connie, ‘so you feel fine? That’s fine ’ 

Lome flmched at once She set and imset her lips, she held on 
to the edge of the marble slab — meanmglessly, unless this were 
for support Between her reflection, and Connie’s, and Connie’s 
actual face, no one of them longer to be confronted, she simply 
physically did not seem to know which way to turn ‘Don’t you 
be angry you’re the first I’ve told* How does it seem of me, 
then ~ so awful? Half of the time this is not half real to me, 
Connie, more like a thmg I hear of I don’t know how I should 
feel I could equally laugh or cry Whatever ts this? — I’ve got 
to see from you You are angry?’ 

‘No, you great sissy, no I just give you up ’ 

‘I would not for anything have upset you — perhaps I’ve been 
wrong?’ 

‘Such a time to choose,’ Connie could not help pointing out, 
‘after night after night of enemy action Still, it had to come 
out ’ She began to pack her compact, comb and other etceteras 
into her handbag, she shut this with a very decisive click, which 
made her thmk of something more to be said ‘Wh^ was it^^ — 
You got any idea»’ 
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Louie, in what was just not confusion, began to ramble to and 
fro searching for gloves — one had fallen o£f the marble on to the 
floor, ishe remembered Stella’s grace of two years ago * These 
naturally were not the same pair, they were a degree more fancy, 
fringed at the wrists, and still more mauled-looking She stooped 
to pick up the fallen ‘Must be some friend I made . I don’t 
think the name would mean anything to you, Connie ’ 

‘ Which name wouldn’t mean anythmg to me^’ 

‘You and I’ve seen so little of each other, this last year ’ 
Connie, placmg her bag m position under her elbow, glanced 
once towards Louie, down a perspective of wash-basins, with no 
expression at all ‘Rightie-ho, then ’ Life, it was to be seen, 
selected its own methods of gomg on ‘First and foremost,’ she 
said, ‘we better had do what we had intended eat —That’s 
right, that’s right take one or two more looks round What are 
you leaving hehmd you this time, I do wonder? — Having had 
our supper, how about if we thought? We shall require to ’ 

She gmded Louie firmly towards the exit staircase, on which 
they passed two ladies on their way down 
The baby, it was estabhshed, would be due about the middle 
of July ‘No doubt we shall be havmg the Second Front by that 
time, also,’ remarked Louie Her big sturdy build made her state 
not, for a good time longer, evident Connie advised her staying 
on at the factory for as long as could be Her only jJiregnancy 
sickness was for home, for Seale-on-Sea — but ever more strictly, 
as with each month the mvasion of Europe by us loomed nearer, 
was the ban on civilian entry mto that area being enforced 
However, now m London, it came to seem to her, all eyes were 
tummg towards the coast, the sea Spnng days growmg longer 
grew more momentous, there were calculations as to the moon, 
day and mght London shook with Invasion traffic roaring 
through It to unknown ports Expectation came to its height, 
and stood everybody waited Lome found herself lookmg con- 
stantly mto that very photograph of Tom which had once 
forbidden Jier, she felt herself beckoned into that gaze of ab§ten- 
tion and futurity — was she not m her own way also drawing 
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abreast of what was to be? Tom himself was in the Italy* fighting 
It went more against the grain with her, each time she wrote a 
letter, *to dissimulate — why should not he reach out a hand to her 
as she was» She was his wife She required to tell him of her 
sense of no longer bemg alone That this obstinate vision of what 
should be could exist side-by-side with mstructed fear of being 
cast out by him was a miracle not a thing supported it Nothing, 
nothing was to be said for Louie What would he say? 

From fear of seeing where it said what he would have a right 
to say, she took agamst newspapers — whose front pages were 
themselves being pervaded by pregnant secrecy When it came 
to the time when Connie judged that Chilcombe Street might 
begin to notice — m which case, who knew who might not take 
It upon themselves to write Tom one of those wicked letters? — 
Louie was moved by Conme into another room which had been 
found, about half a mile away well that she had got ^at money 
to draw on, now paying two rents Chilcombe Street remained 
her postal address, she headed letters to Italy as from there In the 
emptied first-floor Chilcombe Street double room, Connie con- 
sidered It best to install herself — otherwise, who knew who 
might not get their foot round that door? Tom with no place to 
come back to? — that would cap all Connie, at the start, had 
done what seemed only right in suggestmg there could, of course, 
be one way out she always had the address She had not really, 
however, expected Lome to have that much sense, or whatever 
else It took ‘Right,’ she therefore left it 1 somehow knew you’d 
be stubborn In fact I’m beginning to suspect this is what you 
want ’ 

‘It wasn’t what I wanted ’ 

‘So you say But now look how it’s got hold of you ’ 

‘All thmgs bemg the same, I sooner would be a mother, I now 
see I can’t somehow wish to be as before ’ 

‘What you were m aid of,’ Conme had to admit, ‘often was a 
mystery to me ’ 

‘There’s always only this. Tom not knowing,’ Lquie always 
repeated, with that movement of her inhabited eyes ‘I do so 
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wish, Connie, you’d think of some way I could put it rightly — 
What should I say?’ 

Automatically the question repeated itself, more and more 
taxing Connie as Louie’s passiveness biggened with her body 
Left m the world of reality, at bay, Connie fell back a little on 
the general belief that the Second Front would, somehow, set up 
a moratorium as to everything The Second Front was thought 
to be, like a race, fixed for a day or two after Whitsun Whitsun 
went by in an irreproachable glare of racing weather still nothing 
happened Ultimately, one afternoon m Chilcombe Street, oj6f 
duty, Connie took up her pen — only to stare for some minutes 
longer at the cloth of the table at winch, evening after evemng, 
Tom watched by Louie had studied his teclinical books It could 
be possible that his eyes, shiftmg from the page as he stopped and 
thought, had left some key to his ego, his mentality, in the table- 
cloth patttm he must have traced not less absorbedly than did 
Connie now She started slowly to write 

Dear Tom I take up my pen as a close girl fnend whom you 
may have heard of, of your wife Lome Am hoping you will let 
my intruding pass, owmg to her not knowing quite what to say, 
as you will understand shortly It would mean much to her to 
know you saw m the true hght what I shall now tell you She 
has been quite a curious girl m the way she has been missmg and 
fretting for you, always straymg about hke a dog with no one, 
and also you have to take mto account how completely her 
parents were wiped out, unsetthng her I know this is much to 
ask a man, but all I can say is that I have had recently to take much 
that might seem pecuhar mto account myself It is no use for you 
or me to judge, you simply have to allow for how anything is 
gomg to take a person, as to which there is no saymg till you see. 
She thinks so highly of you that it would be of assistance if you 
could bring yourself to imderstand how it all was, and there- 
fore think of her fondly at tbs time, owmg to all she is going 
through for your sake There is no disguismg that left to our- 
selves many of us are pecuhar, one mistake leadmg on to others, 
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so must trust you will see what is to blame I fear I ought now to 
come to the point, letting you know that, consequently, ^Louie 
IS now about ~ 

— Conme was mterrupted. by an imperative ringing of the 
street door bell, followed by rat-tat-tat on the knocker Stubbing 
her mb on her writmg-pad she listened, persecutedly, lowering 
her head, waiting The attack renewed itself no step of anybody 
going to the door was to be heard anywhere in the afternoon 
house She put her thumbs to her ears, re-read the letter as far as 
It had got, then all at once found herself thinking slowly ‘How 
if I never had to finish it>’ She went down and took in the tele- 
gram — which was, indeed, for Louie 

Having opened the telegram, Connie stood m awe ‘Nearly, 

I was presumptuous,’ she thought Questions to which we jfind 
no answer find their own She set out to walk through^the torpid 
glary May afternoon streets to that other room, just across the 
railway line, where Louie was 

‘So if I had worried, it would have been wrongly, for notbng,* 
was one of the first things Louie remarked, later ‘I should now 
be blammg myself for not having known better — instead of 
which, it was wonderful how I did. That always came, you see, 
from kngwmg him patient with me from first to last, however 
upright he was — What’ve you done with where it says? I want 
to have that, to keep ’ 

‘The telegram — do you?’ 

‘Why yes for the kid’ 

‘They’re across^’ 

It had happened — under a curdled wmdy improbable June 
night The whole of the story nanowed down to Louie, still 
with her hour ahead, heavily going to her wmdow. Voices were 
m the street below, multiplied, one voice from dozens of radios 
canje lancmg across and across itself out of dozens of windows 
standing open Lome leaned out and shouted ‘Wlfet — is that 
true?’ It was There was, however, nothing for her to do but sit 
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down again to her seven-year-old stitching — until she, uncon- 
trollably, dropped her work, pushed up her cheeks with both 
knuckles, began to pray There was at the same time being an 
unco-ordmated movement mto churches The unexpected- 
expected day, with its elsewhereness, ran its broadcast-echoing 
course You could not take back what had been done The 
lucid outgomg vision, the vigil for the fighters, lasted ten days 
more, till the Secret Weapon started then, it was shameful how 
fear wrenched thoughts home — droning things^ mindlessly 
making for you, thick and fast, day and night, tore the calico of 
London, raising obscene dust out of the sullen bottom mmd* 
There was no normal hour Connie first brought Lome back to 
Chilcombe Street — what did it matter, any longer? — then 
attempted to run her out of London — but, to where? On and 
oflP, on and off sounded the sirens m the nightmare sunlessness 
perpetually, Connie had to be dashmg to the post 
1 should not care to go among strangers,’ reiterated the 
sweating Louie, holding tight to the end of the big familiar bed 
Then agam the wail would go up the air ‘The sireen, agam — 
whatever are they thinkmg ofi’ ‘That’s the all bloody clear, dear 
— you never learn, do you?’ ‘Does not make much difference, 
though, does it, Connie?’ 

The boy was born a little before his time 
Christened Thomas Victor, he took no notice of anything — 
however, Louie agreed she should take him out of London now 
he was born He and she, accordmgly, departed from the very 
door of the hospital mto abeyance in a Midland county, m which 
luck guided her to a still handsome second-hand pram This 
pram she learned to wheel, brake, tilt, even to tow behind her 
as she progressed gazingly along the wmdows of shopping streets 
The baby’s intention to survive put itself across her and taught 
her sense the clearance, across at the other side, of the last of the 
enemy out of the Channel ports made it possible for her to return 
to Seale-on-Sea, an orderly mother 
The seaf there, glittered as though nothmg had happened 
She installed herself m the lodgmgs Then, that very afternoon 
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of her return, she could not wait, she took Tom straight round 
to his grandparents’ The thin air which had taken the house’s 
place was, now that she stood and breathed in it, after all full of 
today and sunshine, the ridges left by the foundations feathered 
and stirred with grass in hght and shadow It was Septembei, 
dahlias and asters blooming only a garden or two away This 
was, as It always had been, a very quiet road, inland, with lime 
trees planted along the pavement The baby slept in his pram on 
the flat site of the entrance-path to the house uphill, the church 
clock struck, and she looked up at the sound 
Next day, the sun was succeeded by a white quiet light Just 
after six o’clock in the evemng, Louie wheeled the perambulator 
some way out of the town, along the canal path, towards the 
marsh Reeds grew out into the still water, ahead, there was 
distance as far as the eye could see — a thoughtless extension of 
her now complete hfe Across the canal the hills rose,Jbare, above 
the other bank’s reflected oak trees No other soul passed, not a 
sheep, even, was croppmg anywhere nearby A mmute or two 
ago our homecoming bombers, invisibly high up, had droned 
over the baby had not snrred — every day she saw him growing 
more hke Tom But now there began another sound — she 
turned and looked up into the air behind her She gathered Tom 
quickly out of the pram and held him up, hoping he too might 
see, and!*perhaps remember Three swans were flymg a straight 
flight They passed overhead, disappearing m the direction of 
the west 
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